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Abstract 
This dissertation considers the work of German filmmakers who traveled to the United States 
and India between 1919 and 1936.  This subject covers a wide range of documentary and feature 
films made throughout the interwar period, which are significant for two main reasons.  First, 
through these films, Germans at home could experience the world from which they had been 
secluded as a result of the war.  At a time when travel opportunities were limited and Germany’s 
international prestige was severely damaged, these films provided a conduit through which 
Germans could participate in international exchanges. Second, German filmmakers who traveled 
were able to create a network of industrial connections around the world that aided in further 
productions, allowing them to become an integral part an increasingly transnational industry.  
These international networks were imbued—sometimes explicitly—with an informal diplomatic 
authority; well respected German films and filmmakers contributed to restoring Germany’s 
international reputation, even as films allowed Germans to see and interpret a rapidly changing 
world.   
 Using German archival sources, a wide range of German, American and Indian 
periodicals, German travelogues, and testimonies given to the Indian Cinematograph Committee, 
this study addresses the ways in which Germans attempted to extend their imaginative reach 
beyond the confines of Germany during the interwar period.  It also examines the relationships 
formed between German and foreign filmmakers and the collaborative works that resulted from 
their cooperation.  Beginning immediately after World War I and ending just after the Nazi 
takeover in Germany, this work attempts to understand German fascination with travel films, the 
relationship between German film and society, and Germany’s place in the international film 
industry.    
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Preface 
Rabindranath Tagore and I could have been neighbors.  Not real neighbors, as the widely noted 
Bengali writer best known for his 1913 Nobel Prize in literature has been dead since 1941.  Still, 
as reluctant as I am to cast myself opposite him in The Lake House, I discovered that Tagore and 
I, had we respectively given in to the throes of the B-grade Hollywood romance, could have 
exchanged letters via the same mailbox.  I do not take it personally that Tagore chose to 
correspond with Ezra Pound instead of me during the months he spent at 508 High Street in 
Urbana, two blocks from my grad school apartment.  Nor do I have any lingering epistolary 
fantasies regarding anything I myself might want to write to him.  Yet I did find it rather 
disorienting that after nine months rummaging around Berlin’s ample libraries and archives, 
searching for information on Tagore’s visits to Germany and his role as an icon of the 
cosmopolitan cultural milieu of the 1920s, that a simple electronic search of the University of 
Illinois’s archives brought forth a picture of Tagore and his American friends having a reunion a 
stone’s throw from the café in which I was working.1  I was able look Tagore in the eye while 
standing in the same spot he had stood nearly a hundred years earlier.  Anyone can make it to 
Germany, but to travel to Urbana Illinois requires a true cosmopolitan. 
 Tagore and his travels are not the exclusive focus of my research, but he does represent 
much of what I find compelling about the 1920s: the enthusiasm with which cosmopolitan artists 
traveled, their familiarity with a wide range of cultural and intellectual media, and their 
                                                 
1
 University of Illinois Archives “Tagore Circle reunion; group photograph,” December 1916, 
box 187, folder VIS-Rabindranath Tagore, negative number: 2268, record series 39/2/22.  Tagore 
first came to Urbana in 1912 shortly before winning the Nobel Prize in literature and returned for 
a reunion in 1916. 
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popularity across state borders, not just, as in the case of Tagore, in India but throughout the 
world.  German fascination with Tagore is also representative of the interwar period, as German 
cultural critics and travelers alike sought new understandings for Germany’s place in the world 
and new relationships on which to base these perceptions.  Tagore’s reputation in Germany and 
his travels there piqued my interest in other relationships between German and Indian 
intellectuals, while the numerous references to the poet in German film publications—and in 
some cases even films themselves—led me to wonder how the cosmopolitanism of the 1920s 
affected German culture on a popular level.   
 German film of the 1920s remains some of the best loved and most highly regarded work 
in film history—and for good reason, as German filmmakers consistently worked hard to expand 
beyond accepted artistic and technical conventions as film developed as a genre.  More 
important, however, German filmmakers of the interwar period were transnational figures, whose 
work and reputations to a remarkable degree crossed geographic boundaries, while German 
filmmakers themselves traveled widely in the 1920s and 1930s.   It is for this reason too that 
their work remains internationally popular, even today; the early German works of Ernst 
Lubitsch, for example, have surely been digitalized and distributed on DVD in this country in 
such great volume because he spent a large part of his career working in the United States.   
Transnational careers have led to lingering transnational recognition.  Interwar German film also 
continues to inspire cinema at an international level:  it is possible to see visual and thematic 
echoes of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) in the work of a wide range of filmmakers including 
George Lucas’s robot character C3PO, Ridley Scott’s Bladerunner (1982), and Rintaro’s animé 
film Metropolis (2001)—among other Japanese animé features to reference Lang’s work.  
Another example is Joss Whedon’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003) whose vampire 
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villains are clearly descended from F. W. Murnau’s Nosfuratu: eine Symphonie des Grauens 
(1922).  These contemporary references to the work of German filmmakers of the 1920s are not 
simply a result of the powerful artistic vision of these Weimar filmmakers, but also the ease with 
which they traveled and the broad base of international support they created during their own 
lifetimes.   
 My interest in the cultural scene of the 1920s began with my undergraduate thesis, a 
project considering the political work of German visual and literary artists in the interwar period.  
The shift to film came later, but I have found the art history of interwar Berlin fascinating for 
over a decade.   I would like to thank David Barclay and John Wickstrom for their guidance in 
this initial project and throughout my entire time at Kalamazoo College.   They were truly the 
best mentors one could have hoped to find: teaching me how to write, where to question 
conventional wisdom, and when to keep my mouth shut (a lesson hard learned).  
 At the University of Illinois I am indebted to “The Adviser,” as he became known to my 
friends and family, Harry Liebersohn, who has been incredibly supportive over this long process.   
I would also like to thank the other members of my dissertation committee: Peter Fritzsche, Mark 
Micale and David O’Brien.  Their feedback has been extremely helpful in determining what 
transnationalism means in the context of my project and in narrowing the scope of my work.  I 
am also grateful to Craig Koslofsky and Mara Wade for their help in refining my proposal and 
aiding me in preparing for my research trip.   My research would not have been possible without 
the generous support of the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) or the help of the 
archivists at the Federal Archive in Berlin, the German Federal Film Archive and especially the 
Berlin Film Museum.  (The librarian who yelled at me for failing to show my ID as I left the 
StaBi also deserves special mention, although I am still trying to determine the lesson I was to 
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learn from that encounter.)  I also appreciate the good friends who read drafts, kept me focused 
through “work dates” and bribes with cherry Danish, and shared draughts when the drafts 
became overwhelming: Anita Bravo, Amanda Brian, Erica Fraser, Greg Goodale, Elana Jakel, 
Danielle Kinsey, Kathy Kloepper, Greg Kveberg, and Doria Lynch.   
 I would like to thank my family, which has informed me that my degree has taken far too 
long, and it is now time for me to complete it.  It’s hard to argue with their particular brand of 
logic.  It’s also impossible to imagine where I would be without their continuous love and 
encouragement.  I would also like to mention the Ott family.  Carol was truly a lifelong friend; I 
felt like she was there with me in Berlin, and though she would have most likely have found this 
work fabulously boring, I feel like she is an essential part of it.  I must also thank Stephen 
Broomell, whose optimism and unwavering support has been nothing short of superhuman; he is 
and will always be my best friend. 
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Introduction: Travel Film and Cinematic Travel 
In 1925 Reimar Kuntze, a German photographer who throughout the 1920s and 1930s remained 
on the cutting edge of cinematography and lighting, stated: “A cameraman who wants to go on a 
journey around the world and on the way make a good film, can‟t just set off with nothing but a 
handbag containing his camera and a toothbrush.”  The endeavor, he contended, required money, 
planning, equipment, and a good deal of time.  Even so, Kuntze asserted, the goal of making 
films through and about world travel was especially worthwhile.  These sorts of films provided 
“much that is new and interesting from abroad to German theatergoers, who for so many years 
have been cut off.”  This not only allowed Germans to become acquainted with “unknown 
regions” but also allowed “actors, directors, and cameramen to act as delegates of the [film] 
company, that is to say „satellites‟ of their coworkers.”1  The benefits, therefore, were twofold: 
through film, Germans at home could experience the world from which they had been for so long 
secluded as a result of the war, and German travelers could create a global network of industrial 
connections that would aid in further productions, allowing them to become an integral part of an 
increasingly transnational industry.   
 Both dimensions of Kuntze‟s perspective aid in understanding the German films set, 
produced, and distributed around the world in the 1920s and early 1930s.  Travel films were 
important in the interwar period, not, as the historian Klaus Kreimeier and others suggest, 
because they were “products of an inflationary age” that “offered a utopian counter-image to it: a 
realm beyond the confining reach of facts and beyond economics and politics as well” but 
because they influenced the two vital facets of film that Kuntze named in his assessment: 
                                                 
1
 Reimar Kuntze, “Filmexpeditionen und Expeditionsfilme der Zukunft” Kinematograph 19, no. 
939 (1925): 39. 
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consumption and production.
2
  Far more than just a means of escape, travel films were steeped in 
economic and political relevance; one of the dimensions to Weimar film that is too often 
overlooked is that it was among the most vibrant venues for addressing concerns about 
Germany‟s place in the postwar world order.  International networks of production paved the 
way for the export of German film around the world—and by extension the export of German 
cultural goods that could set the record straight on the nature of Germany after the war.  These 
networks also provided much-needed revenue, an infusion of capital not only into the German 
film industry but into the German economy as a whole.  Conversely, film provided German 
audiences, who longed to travel but lacked the means to go on transcontinental expeditions, a 
chance to explore the world during the tumultuous postwar period, in which Germany was 
stripped of its overseas colonies and largely excluded from international political arenas.  Film 
travel allowed Germans a way to be a part of the postwar world.    
 The German film industry emerged from the war in a unique position.  Because foreign 
industries—first the French and the British, then the Italians and finally the Americans—refused 
to export their products to Germany during the war, the German industry grew internally; this 
                                                 
2
 Klaus Kreimeier, The Ufa Story: A History of Germany's Greatest Film Company, 1918-1945, 
trans. Robert and Rita Kimber (New York: Hill and Wang, 1996), 84. Kreimeier does suggest 
that these films “became a vehicle for imaginary trips around the world” but he places it squarely 
in the context of inflation; travel films provided an alternate reality only to distract viewers from 
the unpleasantness of their own reality.  The escapist potential of film—and the idea that 
Germans sought to replace an unpleasant social reality with fantastic spectacles—has also been 
explicitly linked to American film of the 1920s.  See Lewis Jacobs, The Rise of the American 
Film: A Critical History (New York: Teacher‟s College Press, 1939). 
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period of forced isolation furthered the founding of the production company Universum Film AG 
(Ufa), which ultimately would become Germany‟s largest film company.3  The industry was 
privatized after the end of the war (it took until 1921 for Ufa to repay its loans to the state), and 
while it took several more years for the Germans to export their films to the United States, the 
German industry emerged from the war second only to Hollywood in its capacity for volume and 
quality of production.
4
   Yet this cinematic isolation meant that Germans felt that their culture 
was not only maligned as a result of the war, but also physically limited.  While there were 
definitely economic incentives for exporting German film abroad—throughout the 1920s 
German companies relied on foreign exports to remain solvent, as they were unable to recoup 
their expenses solely through domestic sales—exporting German films abroad was deemed 
essential not only for financial reasons, but also cultural ones.  However, because Germany had a 
late start compared to Hollywood in establishing international relations, creating international 
networks became an especially critical part of the project of producing film exports.  Travel 
films, as Kuntze aptly noted, allowed Germans to begin fostering these relationships, not only in 
remote areas, but in places like India and Japan that were engaged in the project of creating 
internationally competitive film industries of their own.  Conversely, German filmmakers‟ 
emigration to the United States, which earned a myriad of competing assessments, ultimately 
allowed German commentators to conclude that even if the films being internationally 
                                                 
3
 Kreimeier refers to this as a “film blockade.” Kreimeier, 36. 
4
 Though Kreimeier is the most frequently cited authority on the history of Ufa, Thomas 
Elsaesser‟s Weimar Cinema and After also provides valuable insight into the history of German 
film production, including Ufa. Thomas Elsaesser, Weimar Cinema and After: Germany’s 
Historical Imaginary (London: Routledge, 2000). 
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distributed were not made in Germany, German culture was still vital, as Germans influenced 
global taste through their work abroad. 
 German travel films were equally important as a factor in the postwar recovery, and to 
suggest that they were merely a diversion from an otherwise bleak and impoverished Weimar 
existence fails to explain their cultural significance.  Rather, as Peter Fritzsche has observed, 
“One of the defining features of political culture in the Weimar era was the conviction that 
Germany‟s future depended on a fundamental replenishment of experience that would then be 
available for conversion into political and social capital.  There was no agreement on just where 
these experiences might lie, but contemporaries repeatedly cast themselves as intrepid explorers 
of new dimensions of time and space to seek them out.”5  The filmmakers themselves certainly 
filled the role of explorers, “conquering” harsh landscapes and “discovering” remote 
civilizations.  Further, filmmakers were not simply going to new places; they were capitalizing 
on new technology to capture them—not only planes and automobiles but portable cameras and 
chemicals for preserving and developing film on location.  That Germans had the resources to 
film these places was celebrated just as much as their travels.   
 These films also allowed German audiences a vicarious opportunity to experience new 
situations.  Rudy Koshar has asserted that while the war “caused a sharp drop in tourism,” “it 
stimulated new forms of leisure travel” not simply for the middle and upper classes but for an 
increasing minority of workers as well.   He has noted that car ownership swelled in the interwar 
                                                 
5
 Peter Fritzsche, “The Economy of Experience in Weimar Germany” in Weimar 
Publics/Weimar Subjects: Rethinking the Political Culture of Germany in the 1920s, eds. 
Kathleen Canning, Kerstin Barndt, and Kristin McGuire (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 
360. 
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period, with 3.3 million vehicles on the road in Germany by 1938, while there was 
simultaneously a sharp increase in ticket sales on German railways and the number of hostels 
providing inexpensive accommodations to weekend travelers.
6
  Traveling within Germany was 
not only an opportunity to experience leisure time in a new way, but also allowed for the 
seemingly divergent priorities of celebrating regional peculiarities and nation-building to 
coalesce.
7
  However, most Germans lacked the means and the opportunity for more extensive 
travel.  Though Peter Fritzsche has also noted an increasing fascination with aviation in this 
period, few Germans in the 1920s had the opportunity to board a plane and fly to another 
country.
8
  Yet a well prepared cameraman—with or without his toothbrush—could travel widely 
and bring these experiences back to Berlin to share with the rest of Germany.  In this way 
Germans could experience tiger hunts, native dances, the Taj Mahal, and even the glamorous 
                                                 
6
 Rudy Koshar, “Germans at the Wheel: Cars and Leisure Travel in Interwar Germany” in 
Histories of Leisure, ed. Rudy Koshar (Oxford: Berg, 2002), 216. 
7
 Rudy Koshar, German Travel Cultures (Oxford: Berg, 2000), 67. Peter Fritzsche also makes 
this point in his discussion of the “economy of experience,” while Celia Applegate states it 
slightly differently, linking it more explicitly to German “bourgeois” cultural movements.  
Fritzsche, “The Economy of Experience,” 373, and Celia Applegate, “Localism and the German 
bourgeoisie: the „Heimat‟ movement in the Rhenish Palatinate before 1914,” in The German 
Bourgeoisie: Essays on the Social History of the German Middle Class From the Late Eighteenth 
to Early Twentieth Century, eds. David Blackbourn and Richard J. Evans (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1991),  225. 
8
 See Peter Fritzsche, A Nation of Fliers: German Aviation and the Popular Imagination 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992). 
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lifestyle of Hollywood‟s rich and famous.  These things might not all have been “new” in the 
strictest sense, but the camera lent even the most mundane journeys a new kind of sparkle, a 
drama and authenticity that combined the best elements of cinema and literary travelogues.
9
  If 
prioritizing the “economy of experience,” was truly the most direct route toward rebuilding 
Germany, then travel films were superlative in the revitalization of German culture, as they not 
only required exploration, but distributed the experience of exploration to the wide base of 
German theatergoers. 
 Kuntze was interested in what were then called “expedition films,” which not only 
required the filmmaker to travel but also required work outside the comfort of a studio, often in 
remote areas with extreme climates: Greenland, Java, Africa, the Himalayas.  These films often 
had an anthropological slant, although many of them were nature films, depicting these places as 
totally uninhabited—and uninhabitable.  While these films are certainly “travel films,” requiring 
a great deal of mobility and technical ingenuity on the part of the filmmaker in order to display 
otherwise inaccessible regions to German audiences, there were other sorts of travel films in the 
1920s that also speak to Kuntze‟s assessment of the cultural and political importance of the 
medium.  Many of these expedition films overlapped with the “Kulturfilme” and “Lehrfilme,” 
                                                 
9
 Despite Jonathan Crary‟s assessment of the “visual culture of modernity,” I think most ordinary 
Germans would agree that the camera leant images more authenticity rather than less—as 
evidence by the lingering widespread belief in “psychic images,” photographs of the spirits of 
the dead.  Jonathan Crary, “Techniques of the Observer,” in Techniques of the Observer: On 
Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass: An October Book, 1990), 
97-136.  For a discussion of the manipulation of photographic images see Jay Winter, Sites of 
Memory, Sites of Mourning (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1995), 73-77. 
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the documentary and educational films, that Germans produced and internationally distributed in 
great volume throughout the 1920s.  However, even documentary films were sometimes scripted 
with a fictional narrative while feature films were also shot around the world, in foreign studios 
as well as on location.
10
  Furthermore, although the expedition films often gained notoriety as a 
result of their obscure locations and harsh terrains, one should also include in the definition of 
travel films those films that were produced by Germans in places like the United States.  These 
films also allowed Germans to see new, exciting places—for example cities like New York and 
Los Angeles that were made to appear as every bit as foreign and exotic as the subjects of 
expedition films—and they certainly intertwined German filmmakers in global networks of 
production. 
 My work examines how German film of the interwar period shaped visions of Germany‟s 
place in the world by moving between three overlapping sites of production: Berlin, Hollywood, 
and Bombay.
11
   I argue that German filmmakers in the interwar period shaped a discourse on 
Germany‟s place in the new world order by addressing the issues of the lost colonies and 
Germany‟s diminished diplomatic status, shifting perceptions of race and its impact on German 
society, the fear of American cultural imperialism, and ultimately the nature of postwar German 
culture, especially as expressed through mass media. Further, I contend that though the nation as 
                                                 
10
 Contemporary observers noted this as well.  As Der Kinematograph stated in 1929, 
“Expeditions are not just for scientific films, through which it‟s not possible to do much, but also 
for feature films which widen the field of vision and in most cases generate a profit.” “Eine 
deutsche Filmexpedition in Ägypten,” Der Kinematograph 23, no. 908 (1929): 7. 
11
 In keeping with my sources, I refer to the city by its historical name, Bombay, rather than the 
modern Mumbai.   
8 
 
a concept remained integral to discussions of German film, there simultaneously existed a 
transnational dimension through which this cinema must be read.  These films were often 
collaborative efforts with local filmmakers, making them cultural hybrids that challenge 
nationally bound considerations of post-World War I reconstruction.  German filmmakers 
themselves not only crossed geographic boarders, but engaged in reciprocal relationships with 
their collaborators to produce cinema that, intended for multiple markets, defied simple national 
affiliation.  Transnationalism in film, as in other industries, relied on the wide circulation of 
peoples, images, and ideas.
12
  Although German filmmakers traveled widely—certainly beyond 
Hollywood and India—these locations aptly illustrate how production and distribution networks 
were sought and designed, as well as how film allowed audiences a vicarious form of travel as 
they saw the world through both feature and documentary films produced abroad.  Travel film 
provided a venue through which Germans could reconnect with the rest of the world, a wealth of 
experiences that might someday be translated into political capital, and a means to imagine 
Germany as part of a wider international culture. 
 There has been some exceptional work done in an attempt to situate interwar German 
cinema in transnational contexts.  The most notable of these is Thomas Saunders‟s Hollywood in 
Berlin: American Cinema and Weimar Germany, although others—for example Thomas 
Elsaesser‟s Ethnicity, Authenticity and Exile: a Counterfeit Trade? German Filmmakers and 
Hollywood, Kristin Thomas‟s Herr Lubitsch Goes to Hollywood: German and American Film 
After World War I (as well as her earlier Exporting Entertainment) and Graham Petrie‟s 
Hollywood Destinies: European Directors in America, 1922-1931, not to mention works 
                                                 
12
 The Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History, Akira Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier eds., 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009.) 
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focusing on the later 1930s like Lutz Koepnick‟s The Dark Mirror: German Cinema between 
Hitler and Hollywood—are invaluable for piecing together the national and transnational 
dimensions of interwar German film.
13
  Collectively they highlight several key issues that are 
                                                 
13
 Thomas Saunders, Hollywood in Berlin: American cinema and Weimar Germany (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994); Thomas Elsaesser, “Ethnicity, Authenticity and Exile: a 
Counterfeit Trade? German Filmmakers and Hollywood,” in Home, Exile, Homeland: Film 
media and the politics of place, ed. Hamid Naficy (New York: Routledge, 1999); Kristin 
Thompson, Herr Lubitsch Goes to Hollywood: German and American Film After World War I 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2005), Graham Petrie Hollywood Destinies: 
European Directors in America, 1922-1931 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985); and 
Lutz Koepnick, The Dark Mirror: German Cinema between Hitler and Hollywood (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002). This literature becomes even more substantial when one 
includes the work done on German exile.  Like the work focusing on the earlier decades, these 
books focus primarily on Hollywood and its influence on German film, in this case in 
accommodating the thousands of displaced filmmakers who fled Germany after 1933.  This work 
is fascinating, but largely falls outside the purview of my study.  John Baxter, The Hollywood 
Exiles (New York: Taplinger Publishing Company, 1976); Anthony Heilbut,  Exiled in Paradise: 
German Refugee Artists and Intellectuals in America from the 1930s to the Present (New York: 
Viking Press, 1983); John Russell Taylor, Strangers in Paradise: the Hollywood Émigrés 1933-
1950  (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1983) as well as the more recent Ehrhard Bahr, 
Weimar on the Pacific: German Exile Culture in Los Angeles and the Crisis of Modernism 
(Berkeley: University of Caliornia Press, 2007); and Jean-Michel Palmier, Weimar in Exile: The 
Antifascist Emigration in Europe and America (London: Verso, 2006).   
10 
 
essential to considering interwar film‟s place in a transnational context:  the effect of the high 
volume of imported foreign (and especially American) films on German culture, the social and 
economic ramifications of German companies forming partnerships with American businesses, 
and the significance of the large number of high profile German actors, producers and directors 
who left Germany to work elsewhere.  Much of this literature focuses almost exclusively on 
Germany‟s relationship with the United States, how Germans fared in Hollywood and how the 
German film community dealt with American encroachment at home.  Indeed it is impossible to 
understand Weimar film without addressing the transatlantic industry.  America was indisputably 
at the heart of international film production, distribution, and consumption. 
 However, Germans were not the only ones concerned by Americans‟ widespread success.  
The United States had interactions with a wide range of national industries, and the rapid and 
effective expansion of the Hollywood film industry had implications for the global industry as a 
whole.
14
  Every nation that dealt with Hollywood‟s brutally efficient business model—that is to 
                                                 
14
 There is a substantial body of literature addressing this widespread anxiety including: Kristin 
Thompson, Exporting Entertainment (London: British Film Institute, 1985); Denise Youngblood, 
“‟Americanitis‟: the Amerikanshchina in Soviet Cinema” Journal of Popular Film & Television, 
19, (1992), 148-156; Victoria de Grazia, “Mass Culture and Sovereignty: The American 
Challenge to European Cinemas, 1920—1960," Journal of Modern History 61 (March 1989): 
53-87;  Ian Jarvie, Hollywood’s Overseas Campaign: the North Atlantic Movie Trade 1920-1950 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); John Harley, World Wide Influences of Cinema 
(Los Angles: University of Southern California Press, 1940); and Frank Costigliola, Awkward 
Dominion: American Political, Economic, and Cultural Relations with Europe 1919-1933 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984).  
11 
 
say every nation with the infrastructure to show films—sought a means to combat what they felt 
was American encroachment, not simply because Americans were making money from ticket 
sales in their countries, but also because of the pervasive belief that American film affected local 
culture, subjecting it to alternative standards of morality and often employing national 
stereotypes that were harmful or offensive to local sensibilities.  Though Germany was notable in 
its position as home to branches of so many American companies—Paramount, Metro, Universal 
and Fox all had offices in Germany over the course of the 1920s—it was not alone in its concern 
over American imports shouldering out local production.  During the 1920s Japan instituted a 
series of stringent import restrictions, and by 1928 it was producing 72% of the films shown in 
its theaters—a dramatic reversal of the situation less than a decade earlier, when Japan imported 
nearly 90% of its films from the United States.  The United States exported at least 90 million 
feet of film to South America in 1927 alone, to the consternation of South American officials.  
Other nations, notably India, looked specifically to Germany and its quota system in order to 
devise their own means of promoting national cinema.  Meanwhile Germany sought to insinuate 
itself into any holes left by the Americans: in Cuba, Mexico, Brazil, Hungary, Czechoslovakia 
and even Japan, which, while a nearly impossible market to dominate, was a place where 
Germany could be guaranteed equal footing with the United States.  Furthermore, though much 
of the historical work done on Hollywood‟s international influence suggests that its role was 
purely predatory, there was more to these international networks than a simple pattern of 
Hollywood seeking worldwide hegemony over film production and distribution.  Foreign 
industries not only exercised agency in evading (and imitating!) American techniques in 
exporting abroad, but looked to one another for support in creating local film cultures.   
12 
 
 While I admire much of the work done on German film and its interactions with the 
Hollywood, adding another location, India, to the story, provides much-needed depth to our 
understanding of how international relationships worked within the film industry.  There are 
several prospective locations that I could have chosen rather than India.  Germany was second 
only to the United States in exporting to South America and Eastern Europe, so considering a 
place like Brazil or Czechoslovakia could have illuminated the networks of distribution that 
clearly influenced German film production.  In addition, Germans made ethnographic films in a 
variety of locations, some of the most widely publicized in Africa (largely because of a lingering 
interest in the lost colonies).  Yet focusing solely on these sorts of educational pictures limits the 
nature of travel films to a specific subset of documentary films, excluding the broad base of 
commercial products made outside Germany that were also clearly transnational.  Finally, 
Germany and the Soviet Union had cultural connections in the interwar period, and while 
German artists did not travel to Russia in the volume they went to Hollywood, concerns over 
Bolshevist contamination paralleled fears of Americanization.
15
  If the question was solely one of 
                                                 
15
 As in other artistic arenas there was communication between German and Soviet filmmakers, 
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defining German culture against an ideological “other” the Soviet Union might have been a 
logical choice.   Obviously all these considerations are important, and I will address them over 
the course of this work.  Yet India is particularly relevant to the study of German film for a 
number of additional reasons.   
 The first is that there was an intense and sustained interest on the part of German writers, 
scholars, and travelers in India over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
Many of these scholars including Ernst Windisch, Paul Deussen, Otto von Boethligk, and Karl 
Friedrich Geldner, were explicitly following Max Mueller‟s work in philology (though he 
himself was preceded by Friedrich von Schlegel by more than a generation) or Johann Gottfried 
Herder‟s work in philosophy and religious studies.  India and Indian philosophy clearly 
influenced a variety of noted literary figures like Thomas Mann, Stefan Zweig, Franz Werfel and 
Hermann Hesse, each of whom in the 1920s published stories set in India.  Others, including 
Hugo von Hofmannstahl and Rainer Maria Rilke, used Indian philosophy as inspiration for their 
poems, stage plays and stories.
 16
  Literary travelogues containing accounts of travels to India 
were widely popular during and after the war, with Waldmar Bonsel‟s Indienfahrt, which sold 
over 278,000 copies by 1922, as “the most successful travel account in German literature in the 
twentieth century” to date. 17  At the same time, Indian writers, most notably Rabindranath 
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Tagore, published and traveled in Germany, remaining popular throughout the 1920s.
18
  This 
context provides a rich backdrop for the numerous subsequent cinematic fantasies that 
characterized filmic depictions of India immediately following the war.  Inspired by a long 
tradition of scholarship, these adventure stories and documentaries suggest that India had special 
relevance to German filmmakers and audiences.   
 Contrary to Said‟s views regarding Germany‟s absence from Orientalist discourse, much 
of the long-term interest in India was premised on largely constructed racial divisions and 
stereotypes.  However, German scholars in the 1920s began to use these idealizations in an 
attempt to find common ground with Indian thinkers in order to understand how both Germany 
and India fit within the postwar world.  By looking at the wide range of cultural interactions 
between Germany and India, it is possible to see how during the Weimar era Orientalist fantasies 
gave way to more realistic assessments of India as a site of colonial competition and 
collaboration.  India in particular was important, for in addition to inspiring “new” adventures for 
Germans to undertake, it also represented realistic resistance to colonial interference.  In the 
postwar period in which Germany felt itself subordinated—even colonized—by Allied soldiers 
in the Rhineland, Germany and India looked to one another as two modern nations attempting to 
throw off the yoke of foreign interference.  Through mutual resistance Germany and India found 
common ground, fostering key intellectual relationships.    
 Finally, India is distinctly significant because it began fashioning its own national film 
industry in the 1920s, and in the process it reached out to Germany for potential collaborators 
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and for distributors of film equipment.   Germany was an attractive partner in part because of its 
reputation for quality films and innovation in technology and in part because it offered an 
alternative to relying on British or American resources, providing a partnership that was both 
financially cheaper and less fraught with nationalist power disparities.  India‟s relationship with 
Germany is especially notable because it was initiated by both sides.  Competition and 
collaboration, appropriation and alterity went hand in hand as German filmmakers and audiences 
“discovered” India, making it uniquely significant for the German film industry and its role in 
postwar reconstruction.  
 A small but tantalizing body of literature hints at significant relationships between Indian 
and German filmmakers that merit further investigation.  Much of the work linking Germany and 
India focuses on the Orientalists‟ projects of linguistics and religion, but there are a few works 
draw these relationships into the twentieth century, broadening the scope of these interactions to 
wider artistic, literary and even economic connections.
19
  Walter Leifer in both India und die 
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Deutschen: 500 Jahren Begegnung und Partnerschaft and his edited volume, Bombay and the 
Germans, was one of the first scholars to look at the broad range of German-Indian interactions, 
and while he does not focus exclusively on film, he does note cinematic relationships as one of 
many connections between Germany and India.
20
  Similarly Prabodh Maitra mentions German-
Indian collaborative work in his history of the Indian film industry, suggesting that one of the 
keys to Indian cinematic success was the diverse contributors in its early stages.
21
  Though 
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neither author lingers on the German cinematic connections of the 1920s, both Sujata Patel and 
Alice Thorner‟s Bombay: Mosaic of Modern Culture and Samik Bandyopadhyay‟s  Indian 
Cinema: Contemporary Perceptions from the Thirties lay the groundwork for understanding the 
cosmopolitan nature of India‟s early film production, detailing the history of the Indian industry 
and “Bollywood” as it came into its own as a significant producer of both national and 
international film.
22
  The German sociologist Brigitte Schulze in her Humanist and Emotional 
Beginnings of a Nationalist Indian Cinema in Bombay as well as her Kino im interkulturellen 
Kontext has begun working on the international influences on the earliest Indian films from 
1913-1918, which predate Bollywood; these films exemplify what she calls “cinematic 
humanism” rather than nationalist or Orientalist myths.23  That this literature has been published 
in both India and Germany speaks to the cosmopolitan nature of its subject.  Although the 
references are often fleeting, they suggest that the connections between Germany and India in the 
1920s were significant and require closer examination. 
  The relationship between Germany and India is particularly fascinating because, as this 
literature suggests, there were many facets to these partnerships.   As Suzanne Marchand 
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suggests, German Orientalism subtly shifted in the postwar period, in part because both 
Europeans and non-Europeans were taking advantage of increasing opportunities for travel.  
Germans did not give up their racially motivated visions of the rest of the world, but she does 
suggest that the relationship between Germans and the rest of the world changed: “indigenous 
intellectuals” increasingly sought to incorporate Europeans into their own political and cultural 
priorities while “Europeans began thinking of nonwesterners…as consumers of their books and 
newspapers”—and, I would suggest, films.24  This new relationship, predicated on German 
academic interest in the “Orient,” became something more than just cultural appropriation or 
colonial consolidation and came to include cooperation and mutual recognition.  I believe this is 
especially significant in considering the film industry because some of the partnerships between 
German and Indian film personnel clearly had a reciprocal quality to them—in part because of 
the mutual desire to beat Hollywood at its own game and in part out of genuine interest in one 
another‟s culture.  Germans were obviously attempting to turn a profit by exporting their films to 
India, and would have gladly financially (or even symbolically) dominated the Indian market had 
it been possible.  Yet this desire did not preclude collaborative work on an individual level.  
German filmmakers traveled widely, and in doing so, they enabled the rest of the world to come 
to Germany.  Notable Indian filmmakers like Himansu Rai, Mohan Bhavnani, and Ram Rao took 
advantage of international cinematic networks to train in cinematography, scout new film 
technology and seek financial backing in Germany.  Orientalist themes are clearly evident in 
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cinematic treatments of India, but German and Indian filmmakers had practical relationships that 
offered a counter-balance to Europe‟s “culture of imperialism.”25  
 My work falls into two overlapping parts. The first two chapters focus primarily on India 
and follow roughly a chronological trajectory which begins directly after the end of the First 
World War, with numerous publications addressing India, and ends in the early 1930s, with the 
emigration of the German director Franz Osten to Bombay.  Together, the first two chapters deal 
with the ways in which Germans attempted to extend their imaginative reach beyond the 
confines of Germany, addressing the issues of Germany‟s diminished diplomatic status, the lost 
colonies, racial boundaries blurred by the war, and ultimately the means by which ordinary 
Germans could be transported around the globe via film, despite declining opportunities for 
widespread intercontinental travel.  The second part follows the same general chronological 
timeline, beginning after the war and ending in the 1930s, but addresses Germany‟s interaction 
with the United States and how relationships formed with American companies affected German 
interactions with other national industries.  This part also describes how the United States was 
seen to affect German culture and how Germany could use the American industry to affect 
global taste.  Despite deep concern on the part of key German commentators, they and their 
readers were also fascinated with California and, like other makers of travel films, Germans 
working in Hollywood allowed others at home to experience it.  These chapters focus on the 
diplomatic work done by German filmmakers, the ways in which Germans used film to remain 
influential on a global scale, and the dialogue in Germany that debated the nature of German 
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culture in a transnational context.  India and Hollywood were both places that captured the 
imagination of German consumers and were therefore intellectually and financially fruitful 
places for Germans to make travel films. 
 Chapter one focuses on the intellectual atmosphere in which German filmmakers were 
working in addressing India: academic treatments of India, as well as the numerous travelogues 
that also made India accessible to German readers at home.  It also considers the colonial context 
of the 1920s.  Germans continued to grapple with the lingering belief in the idea that colonial 
possessions—now lost—were necessary for strength in international relations.  They also 
struggled with Germany‟s new subordinate status with French colonial soldiers contributing to 
the occupation of the Rhineland.  Though filmmakers seldom directly addressed the idea of an 
overseas German empire, these discussions affected German fantasies in subtle ways that 
influenced cinematic depictions of India immediately following the war.  These fantasies, often 
in the form of adventure films that illustrated the potentially disastrous consequences of 
encounters between the primitive and the modern, were seldom direct commentaries on 
contemporary international politics, but they did demonstrate that Germans were trying to find 
their place in the postwar world.  The adventures Germans had—in both feature and 
documentary film—allowed them to contest the constraints of their postwar status, discover new 
places and new peoples, and write themselves into narratives of  intercultural encounters. 
 In my second chapter, I argue that these initial postwar fantasies gave way to more 
pragmatic appraisals of India as a site of competition and collaboration.  German companies 
sought lucrative export locations, and India, with its huge and varied population, was rightly 
identified as a place with great potential for enthusiastic film consumption.  Though German 
companies had limited success exporting to India, the repeated endeavors to corner the Indian 
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export market illustrate the great value Germans put on Indian audiences.  As Germans were 
seeking to export to India, Indians themselves sought to foster a local industry that would be 
more culturally compatible with its audiences than American imports.  In the process individual 
filmmakers reached out to Germany, looking to Germany‟s quota system as a potential means of 
resistance and to German companies to learn about film technology.   One of the most notable 
cooperative efforts of the 1920s was between the Indian actor and producer Himansu Rai and the 
German director Franz Osten, who returned with Rai from Germany to India to make films for 
release in both places. I argue that through collaborative works like Rai‟s and Osten‟s, German 
audiences became more acutely attuned to the fictionalized nature of the Orientalist fantasies 
present in films about India.  The fascination with India continued for many of the same reasons 
as with earlier adventure and documentary films, but Germans‟ view of India became more 
sophisticated as Germans and Indians began making film travel a more collaborative experience.     
  Chapter three, which deals primarily with the German film industry‟s often vexed 
relationship with the United States, returns to the immediate postwar period.  Germany‟s 
relationship with the Hollywood film industry clearly affected its other relationships, including 
connections with India, but it had its own internal dynamics, which involved both American 
companies in Germany and German filmmakers working in the United States.  The interplay 
between Berlin and Hollywood clearly shaped German interactions with other film industries and 
its desire to seek both financially lucrative export opportunities—as had the Americans—and 
mutually beneficial partnerships that might allow German filmmakers to work outside the 
American model.  However, the relationship between Germany and the United States also 
directly affected the shape of German film and how commentators chose to speak of it.  I 
therefore focus on the discourse surrounding the “German film colony” in Hollywood and the 
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series of cooperative contracts that allowed American companies to directly produce and 
distribute films in Germany, notably the European Film Alliance and Parufamet.  Though much 
of this discourse clearly resents American success—often seen as occurring at the expense of 
German film—I also argue that there were equally powerful fantasies of Hollywood as an exotic 
wonderland and of German filmmakers as a part of the Hollywood royalty; that is, that the 
“colony” of German filmmakers, though they risked being overwhelmed and integrated into the 
American system, functioned as an outpost of German culture abroad.  Over the course of the 
1920s, as more and more German filmmakers visited Germany, perceptions shifted from viewing 
American interaction with German film as purely exploitative to a cautious optimism that 
German ideas and German film personnel could change Hollywood—and thus the industry as a 
whole—from within.   
 Chapter four shows how this shift worked on a global scale: by the late 1920s Germans 
were attempting use Hollywood and the Hollywood system to their own ends, even as they felt 
themselves exploited by it.  They claimed films made by Germans in the United States as 
German films, particularly when they were exported outside Europe and the United States to 
places like South America and Japan.  They also closely examined the truly transnational careers 
of key individuals, notably F.W. Murnau.  These individuals became a form cultural currency, a 
marker of German success, as they and their films traveled around the world.  In considering 
Murnau‟s work in the South Pacific, I address what it meant to make a film, clearly saturated 
with nostalgia, for multiple markets and how Germans chose to view productions by their most 
prominent filmmakers when they were working outside of Germany.  I have discovered that 
Germans were willing to lay claim to foreign films and to imbue key filmmakers with quasi-
diplomatic powers that made them ambassadors of German culture abroad.  Germany was able to 
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remain internationally relevant through the export of not only its film but also its filmmakers, 
and their experiences bolstered the “political and social capital” Germany needed to recover 
from the war. 
 I conclude this chapter by addressing the beginning of the Nazi period.  Though Nazi 
films are often segregated from their Expressionist predecessors, international networks, 
collaboration, appropriation and imitation did not end with Hitler‟s seizure of power; 
cosmopolitanism in film initially continued, despite the huge number of exiled filmmakers who 
were forced to seek refuge elsewhere, often in the United States.  Though the political dynamics 
of the film industry obviously shifted, key German filmmakers continued to travel and use those 
travels in an expository way, enlightening their audiences about natural and man-made marvels 
outside of Europe.  Eventually the Nazis appropriated these techniques to their own ends, but this 
was a process that unfolded over the course of the 1930s rather than an abrupt new departure in 
1933.  Spanning the period from the end of the war to the middle of the 1930s, I reject the 
traditional breaking point of 1933 in favor of the argument that the transnational nature of the 
German film industry continued for much of the decade, even as the industry itself radically 
changed.    
 Many of the travel films that immediately followed the war involved no actual travel; 
they were fantasies that portrayed exotic adventures and encounters in a largely idealized way.   
However, they expressed Germans‟ desire to experience the new, the foreign, and the 
extraordinary.  Like the travelogues that were published during and immediately after the war, 
these films indicated a desire to have relationships with peoples outside Germany and acted as 
testaments to the breaking down of geographic boundaries.  By the middle of the 1920s, German 
filmmakers had begun traveling and recording their travels, and in the process Germans were 
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increasingly able to assert their technological and cinematic prowess at an international level.  
Working abroad also complicated cinematic depictions of foreign places.  As Germans entered 
into collaborative relationships, making travel films necessitated compromise; each required 
reconciling a variety of priorities and perspectives for successful execution of the work.  At the 
same time, as film travel became increasingly commonplace, viewers of travel films began 
demanding more nuanced historical and sociological interpretations.  Filmmakers were not 
always fully prepared to meet these expectations, particularly since they were often 
simultaneously contributing to multiple national markets.  To address rising audience 
sophistication, they offered detailed documentation of their own travels; travel films were 
certainly a type of travelogue, but in printed venues and through advance photographs, 
filmmakers also offered their own impressions and behind-the-scenes looks at the new places 
they were exploring.  This work was often impressionistic and continued to contain a measure of 
fantasy, but it also contributed to a more complex assessment of the world and Germans‟ 
capacity to experience it through film.  The relationships imagined in the earliest travel films 
were largely realized as German filmmakers formed partnerships across the globe, while travel 
film worked to reconnect Germany with the rest of the world, offering new experiences and new 
relationships.   
 I have assembled this transnational history from a variety of sources.  Filmmakers‟ 
memoirs and travelogues, film periodicals, advertisements, industry records and film pamphlets, 
published to accompany films all provide valuable insight into the priorities of the individual 
filmmakers and companies; while censorship records and documents from government oversight 
boards illuminate cinema‟s intersection with larger political and diplomatic trends.  Reviews of 
films, while imperfect for gauging reception, do illustrate the priorities of discriminating 
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viewers, and by extension, how they chose to direct their readers‟ attention.   I am also interested 
in reading key films as texts.  Production and industry history is important, but a detailed 
analysis of films allows for an understanding of narrative and visual themes.  Many 
contemporary commentators—in Germany and abroad—were concerned with the issue of what 
defined German culture, and detailed exploration of cinematic tropes has allowed me to see 
where the national and the transnational intersected as Germany attempted to navigate a cultural 
path to postwar reconstruction. 
 Contemporary cultural theorists began this work of defining film‟s relevance to 
Germany‟s postwar recovery.  While I often disagree with their precise interpretations, I find 
their priorities compelling and vital to understanding the significance of film as a genre.  German 
theorists and film critics were attempting to discern the ways in which the production and 
consumption of mass media affected German society within the distinct context of the interwar 
period and how film might act as “the immediate expression of society‟s will.”26   While I reject 
their largely nationalist conclusions, I, too, would like to understand the effects of mass media on 
German society, how film worked, and what we can learn about a society by looking at its films. 
 The most significant of these contemporary commentators was Siegfried Kracauer, an 
essayist whose work on film theory and cultural politics lay the groundwork for considerations of 
German film throughout the twentieth century.   Kracauer, an exile from Nazi Germany to the 
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United States, is best known for his 1947 work From Caligari to Hitler, in which he examines 
the psychological aspects of German society, evident in Weimar film, that allowed Hitler to 
come to power.  As one of the first and most detailed accounts of the German film industry, 
From Caligari to Hitler has remained central to the study of German film since its publication, 
even as contemporary scholars have systematically dismantled its central argument in favor of 
more nuanced analyses.  However, Kracauer is also significant because he was also active in the 
1920s, writing essays which were most often published in the Frankfurter Zeitung, a liberal, 
educated middle-class periodical that explicitly supported the Weimar constitutional democracy 
and appeared daily in four editions, three local and one national.  While the longevity of From 
Caligari to Hitler has allowed it to overshadow his earlier work, Kracauer‟s essays on mass 
culture illustrate the ways in which German thinkers were attempting to understand how and why 
film mattered: what film said about German society and how society affected German film.
27
 
 Kracauer was joined in this pursuit by his friends today associated with the Frankfurt 
School, notably Theodore Adorno and Walter Benjamin who, along with scholars such as Alfons 
Paquet, Ernst Bloch, and Joseph Roth, Kracauer engaged to also contributed to the Frankfurter 
Zeitung.  The members of the Frankfurt School, a group of German scholars loosely associated 
today with the Institute of Social Research at the University of Frankfurt am Main, were among 
the foremost social critics in Germany and were interested in the way in which mass culture 
affected society.  Though the members of this group, which in addition to Adorno and Benjamin 
included Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, Erich Fromm, and Leo Löwenthal, were diverse in 
their interests and priorities, they shared the desire to augment traditional Marxism with other 
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approaches to modern society.  When they addressed contemporary popular culture they argued 
that industrialization of cultural production—radio, film, magazines—worked to subordinate 
society to capitalist, materialist priorities.  Though their critiques were not precisely the same as 
Kracauer‟s, their deep mistrust of mass media and its inherent potential for social destruction is 
evident throughout his work as well. 
 Much of this work was nationally oriented, and Kracauer in particular has been criticized 
for overlooking the transnational nature of film to draw exclusive conclusions about Germany. 
28
   
However, another key part of this discourse, which played out in German film periodicals, was 
strikingly cosmopolitan.  Contributors to key film periodicals such as Der Film, Der Litchbild 
Bühne, Der Film Kurier, and Der Kinematograph also debated the role of film in German 
society, often seeking to understand Germany‟s place in the world.  This is not to say that these 
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periodicals did not advocate German interests.  Contributors like Fritz Olimsky, Walter 
Kirchheim, and Willy Haas used these venues to comment on the ways in which foreign 
competitors, particularly the United States, overpowered and undermined German efforts.  
However, this cosmopolitan discourse also inspired a variety of creative solutions, including a 
close examination of the successes of other national industries, as well as inviting foreign writers 
and filmmakers to contribute to these magazines.  This discourse suggests that even in the 1920s 
film was more than simply, as Kracauer puts it, a means to “reaffirm the ruling system.”  Rather, 
there was a give and take, a true debate concerning not only film‟s role in society but also 
Germany‟s place in the international order. 
 “The goal of modern travel,” Siegfried Kracauer contended, “is not its destination, but 
rather a new place as such; what people seek is less the particular being of a landscape than the 
foreignness of its face…the more the world shrinks thanks to automobiles, films and airplanes, 
the more the concept of the exotic in turn also becomes revitalized.”  Kracauer‟s assessment is 
true to a point.  The emphasis in Weimar society on the new for its own sake is undeniable, and 
the world was clearly shrinking in the 1920s as a result of new technologies for travel, including 
film.  Germans‟ interest in the exotic is also undeniable, though “exotic,” even in Kracauer‟s 
short essay, is a slippery term that covers a wide range of subjects and means of addressing them.  
However, the cynicism Kracauer brought to the idea of travel is not entirely accurate.  Further, 
not all contemporary observers‟ assessments were so bleak.  Kracauer maintained that travel 
made people jaded; the more they saw, the less they experienced until travel became just another 
distraction from reality, a way for “people to consume their 5 o‟clock tea in a space that just 
happens to be less deadeningly familiar than the space of their daily affairs.”29  By contrast, the 
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filmmaker Reimar Kuntze felt there was a revitalizing quality to new experiences and that very 
soon “a travel film will convey the abundance and beauty never yet captured by our eyes, our 
senses or our souls.” 30 Using new technology, meeting new people and experiencing new 
splendor, according to Kuntze, not only made a great film but also provided something 
profoundly spiritual for the people witnessing it.  This discussion centered not only on the place 
of travel in the modern world but also cinema‟s role in the reconstruction of Germany.   
 The post-World War I moment was clearly a defining one for Germany, and its political 
and economic uncertainty profoundly affected Weimar culture.  Diplomatically alienated and 
missing its colonies, Germany began to reassess its relationships with the rest of the world, 
devising new ways of understanding how Germany fit within the international order.  Travel 
films and film travel served a variety of functions beyond distracting Germans from their 
postwar, modern ennui.  They ensured that Germans were doing business with other countries, 
founding collaborations as well as importing and exporting their products; they provided a 
window on the world at a time when Germans were energized about travel and excited by new 
experiences; and they offered a setting through which Germans like Kuntze and Kracauer could 
discuss the nature of German culture in an age of rapid technological innovation.  The film 
industry played a substantial role in the project of German recovery: it offered both a way to 
reconnect with the rest of the world and a venue for Germans to imagine themselves part of a 
wider international culture. 
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New World Order: Indian Adventures and Civilizing Encounters 
The Treaty of Versailles stripped Germany and its allies of their colonies and in doing so drew a 
line between those nations that partook of “civilization” and those that were “not yet able to 
stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world.”  It was the “sacred 
trust of civilization” to ensure the wellbeing of those in the latter category.1   Germany and the 
other states that had previously governed these territories were implicitly excluded from either 
group: henceforth they were neither agents of civilization nor explicitly counted among the 
colonized.  This new world order and Germany‟s ambiguous position within it challenged 
Germans as they sought to understand their place in postwar international relations.  Immediately 
after the war, Germans shot and distributed both feature and documentary film in a variety of 
locations around the globe, and while much of this work was fantasy, meant to entertain as much 
as to edify, it clearly illustrated the confusion over Germany‟s place in the postwar world.  
Setting films in seemingly exotic locations allowed German filmmakers to contribute to a global 
discourse regarding what it meant to be “German,” “European,” or even “civilized.”  Audiences, 
too, were able to engage with these discussions and, through cinematic travel, were able to 
imagine themselves as an integral part of the international community.  The film travel of the 
immediate post-war period included some of the most imaginative features of postwar film, 
premised on a reconfiguration of Germany‟s new place in a still largely colonial world. 
 Assessing the German blockbuster adventure films [Grossfilme] of the immediate post-
World War I period, among them Joe May‟s Das Indische Grabmal (The Indian Tomb, 1921), 
Siegfried Kracauer stated:  
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 The whole group of films with its craving for exotic sceneries resembled a prisoner‟s 
 daydream.  The prison was of course the mutilated and blockaded fatherland; at least, this 
 was the way most Germans felt about it.  What they called their world mission had been 
 thwarted and now all exits seemed barred.  These space-devouring films reveal how 
 bitterly the average German resented his involuntary seclusion.  They functioned as 
 substitutes; they naively satisfied his suppressed desire for expansion through pictures 
 that enabled his imagination to reannex the world.
2
 
Though Kracauer has been criticized for the crudeness of his “psychological” evaluation, 
reducing all German film of the 1920s into a teleological convergence on National Socialism, in 
the process, he did identify a significant trend in German film of the post-war period. German 
film of the 1920s did, indeed, center on travel, the collapsing of geographic boundaries, and a 
largely imaginary exotic other.  Whether the claustrophobia induced by defeat reflected in these 
films directly contributed to the Nazi takeover in Germany, as Kracauer believed, is 
questionable.  Yet it is clear that this group of films depicting peoples and places outside 
Germany and Germans‟ interaction with that world illustrates one of the most pervasive and 
deeply rooted post-war fantasies.  The travel depicted in these films was seldom explicitly 
imperial in nature; films like Lang‟s Der Müde Tod (The Weary Death) flit from exotic location 
to exotic location to depict the universality of experiences like death set against a variety of 
fantastic backdrops from throughout the world.  However, Kracauer was correct in suggesting 
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that these films functioned as a form of travel experience, visually asserting the relationship 
between Germans and the rest of the world.  
 Kracauer pointed out that some of the connections with the lost colonies were explicit, as 
when he observed that the naming of the mythic kingdom of Orphir in May‟s Herrin Der Welt 
(Mistress of the World) directly tied it to Karl Peters and the Deutscher Kolonialverein.
3
  Yet 
most of the colonial connotations in German film of the early 1920s were more subtle, and they 
often faded entirely as these films began to address other pressing concerns.  This is perhaps 
because, as Sara Friedrichsmeyer, Sara Lennox, Susanne Zantop and others have noted, the 
African colonies were never successful settler colonies; at their height only about 20,000 
Germans were living in Africa.  Further, despite their economic focus, they were so singularly 
unsuccessful that “with the exception of tiny Togo, Samoa, and Kiaochow, none of the German 
colonies ever turned a profit.”4 It is therefore unsurprising that, despite a pervasive sense of 
confinement that Kracauer identified, German films of the 1920s often shied away from 
addressing colonialism directly in favor of exploring more general themes of cross-cultural 
contact and exotic encounters. 
 Film was not the only point of intersection between Germany‟s new status and Weimar 
culture; Lora Wildenthal and others have shown that this discussion of the lost German empire 
permeated a wide range of cultural arenas from collectable cards in cigarette packets to beer 
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coasters.
 5
  These discussions addressed not only the issue of the lost colonies but also of the use 
of French and British colonial soldiers in the war, which was seen to disrupt the racial division 
many Germans (and indeed many French and British) believed should exist in Europe. The 
French occupation of the Ruhr was perceived as a great humiliation, and France‟s use of African 
troops in the occupation further alarmed German nationalists who felt their status as civilized 
Europeans dwindling.
6
  Germans feared that they themselves were being colonized—a role 
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reversal made especially dire by the presence of colonial soldiers in the Rhineland.
7
  Confusion 
over racial boundaries was clearly at the heart of many of these larger discussions, giving stories 
about encounters between the modern and the primitive a new salience in postwar Germany. 
 Postwar films rarely expressed a straightforward desire for German domination or 
reannexation—although it is possible to see imbedded within these films a longing for a place in 
the world order and with it the corresponding claim to being counted as “civilized.”  As Marcia 
Klotz suggests, “Most Germans, of course, cared little for Germany‟s overseas territories, which 
had never turned a profit and were hardly affordable in the lean postwar years.  Nevertheless, the 
loss of those colonies served an important symbolic function—a reminder of the new global 
order and Germany‟s diminutive status within it.  In a world that had for centuries been divided 
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between colonizers and colonized, it seemed to many that Germany, no longer held to be 
„civilized‟ enough to be a colonizer, was now being reckoned among the colonized.”8   Cinema 
helped to redefine German‟s place in this new order, not by depicting fantasies of territorial 
reconquest, but by portraying relationships, images, narratives and tropes that asserted the 
continuing worldwide importance of German civilization.  The blockbuster films that Kracauer 
cited rarely illustrated colonialism directly—much less German colonialism—but they did 
project fantastic situations in which Germans, both on the screen and in the audience, could 
imagine relationships with foreign peoples: often those who fell outside the purview of European 
“civilization.”  There was a kind of flattening of these people and places—Africa, China, the 
Middle East—but these adventure stories with their exotic backdrops were clearly intended to 
highlight German resourcefulness, ingenuity, and strength as Germans imagined themselves 
traveling abroad.    
 These stories were only one part of the larger desire of making Germany a vital part of 
the postwar world, and India was especially significant in distinguishing these varying goals.  As 
the centerpiece of the British Empire, India clearly represented the model colony; Karl Peters 
had noted during the Berlin Africa Conference that Germany needed a “German India in East 
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Africa,” a sentiment that had not entirely dissipated by the end of the First World War. 9  
Nevertheless, India could also function as a postwar imaginary ally vis-à-vis other European 
colonial powers.
 10
  Felix Stössinger wrote in 1929 that “Germany actually is adopting more and 
more of the manners and external appearance of a newly won English colony.”11 Because 
Germans felt themselves to be on the cusp of colonization by other European nations and 
because India held a similarly ambiguous position, colonized but populated with a Western-
educated intellectual elite, Germans also looked to India for models of resistance, exaggerating 
the relationship between their two in newly founded and now struggling nations.  Similarly, 
because Germany had no colonies of its own it was possible for Indian intellectuals to cultivate 
relationships with Germans on reasonably equal footing, gaining the benefits of European 
technology without compromising their national ambitions.  
 German and Indian intellectuals developed a variety of relationships over the course of 
the 1920s.  Building on earlier literary and philosophical work, German intellectuals like Thomas 
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Mann (in Die vertauschten Köpfe), Stefan Zwieg (in Die Augen des ewigen Bruders), and 
Hermann Hesse (in Siddhartha), demonstrated their deep interest India and Indian thought, both 
in itself and as a way of reexamining post-war Germany.  Rabindranath Tagore, perhaps the best 
known Indian intellectual in Europe, spent several weeks in Germany in 1921, touring, giving 
lectures and making contacts with German publishers, including Kurt Wolff who printed 
volumes of his work translated into German between 1921 and 1925.  Tagore returned to 
Germany in 1926 and again in 1930, and while his travels were in no way universally celebrated, 
his popularity suggests that Germans were looking for a new kind of intellectual inspiration.  
 However, despite these connections, Germany‟s relationship with India was often based 
in fantasy, as Germans imagined relationships that either overstated India‟s role as a center of 
ancient philosophy (which could help alleviate the ills of modern societies) or embellished its 
place as a primitive society in need of German intervention.  The fantasy (and the reality) were 
seldom explicitly expansionist, but collectively these stories speak to Germans‟ attempts to 
understand where they stood in relation to the rest of the world immediately following the First 
World War.  Part of the desire to assert Germany‟s place in the world was clearly as a result of 
losing the colonies and Germany‟s ensuing perceived reduction in status in relation to its 
European neighbors.  Yet an equally significant motivation was Germany‟s desire to engage in 
new experiences, to leave behind the devastation of the war years and revitalize German culture 
through new relationships and ultimately new forms of travel.  India was one among many 
locations that served as the subject of German travel films, but Germans‟ sustained fascination 
with India made it an ideal location for Germans to imagine themselves as a part of the new 
postwar world.  Through cinema and cinematic travel, Germans were able to view the world in a 
new way, interacting with a host of new partners and shaping narratives about German 
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interaction with all sorts of peoples and places.  At the same time, India offered Germany a 
malleable, multifaceted fantasy: a society that was both exotic and deeply spiritual, a strikingly 
foreign landscape with art and architecture that easily lent itself to storytelling, and an educated 
elite that offered Germans insight to their own ambiguous international status. 
 
Literary Backdrop: Indian Travelogues of the Early Twentieth Century 
In 1918 the German writer Hermann Hesse embarked on a tour of the East because, he wrote, 
“[t]he spiritual wave from India whose impact could be felt in Europe, especially in Germany for 
the past one hundred years, has now become generally visible…Europe‟s yearning for the soul-
culture of the ancient East cannot be doubted.”12  Indeed, in the first three decades of the 
twentieth century, there was a spate of eastward German travelers—and an outpouring of 
travelogues testifying to not only the exoticism but also the mysticism of India before, during 
and after the First World War.  Among these travelers were Stephan Zweig, Waldemar Bonsels, 
René Schickele, Alfons Paquet, Rudolf Kassner, Max Dauthendey, and Hermann Keyserling, 
who also published the account of his travels in 1918.
13
  Clearly not all these individuals had the 
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same impressions of India, and indeed some reacted with horror at the incomprehensible 
unfamiliarity of their destinations.  Yet, as the volume of these journeys and their ensuing 
accounts suggest, India was particularly relevant to Germany at an intellectual level even before 
the First World War.   
 Travelogues from the early twentieth century constitute a substantial body of literature, 
and as Wolfgang Reif suggests, travelogues became increasingly popular over the course of the 
1920s during which “literary interest in traveling increased and found expression in new 
publications of travel books with increasing circulations.”14 Many of these works, especially 
those with wide-reaching circulation, were “literary travelogues,” written in a variety of media 
(poems, novels, and essays, as well as travel accounts) which presented “an interplay of facts and 
experience, reality and imagination, the objective and the subjective.”15 There were also more 
scientific accounts: agricultural surveys, sociological and demographic studies, and 
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investigations of natural resources and trade.
16
   The proliferation and popularity of both types of 
travel accounts suggests that Germans were not only traveling in the 1920s but were eager to 
consume travel experiences vicariously. Travel not only afforded one the opportunity to take 
scientific measurements, to quantify places and peoples outside the realm of day-to-day German 
experiences, but also to make subjective observations, to create and manipulate a picture of the 
foreign, the exotic and the unknown.   
 The social and political implications of this sort of travel were often imprecisely defined.  
Travel to places like India had no overt imperial purpose and few authors explicitly endorsed 
imperialism as a system, preferring to see these journeys as “a process of self realization.”17  
However German postwar fascination with the exotic and the foreign clearly employed certain 
Orientalist tropes: a clear division of East and West and an equally strong dichotomy between 
Eastern spirituality and Western materialism.
18
 In some instances Eastern spirituality was 
                                                 
16
 Among others there are Max Biehl, Die Wirtschaft des Fernen Westens: ihre natürlichen 
Grundlagen und der heutige Stand der Erschliessung  (Hamburg: Friederischen, De Gruyter & 
Co., 1929); Arthur Feiler Amerika-Europa: Erfahrungen einer Reise (Frankfurt am Mein: 
Frankfurter Societäts-Druckerei, 1926); Werner Gley, Die Gross-städte Nordamerikas und die 
Ursachen ihrer Entwicklung (Frankfurt am Mein: Gebruder Knauer, 1927). 
17
 Reif, “Exotismus,” 443.   
18
 Peter Krüger also noted “anti-Western resentment” in the immediate postwar period.  
However, his is a study of German political economy rather than German culture, and though he 
also notes German desire to distinguish itself from the rest of the “West,” his emphasis is largely 
on the resistance to Wilsonism rather than German fascination with the East. Peter Krüger, 
“German Disappointment and Anti-Western Resentment, 1918-19” in Confrontation and 
41 
 
alluring but profoundly unknowable, offering an extreme adventure for those seeking to explore 
the world outside Germany.  In other cases observers felt that India and its traditions offered a 
remedy to the malaise of the modern condition and an infusion of new ideas, even if this 
worldview often eluded total comprehension.  Further, this body of literature contained the 
building blocks of the cinematic fantasies that would follow the War: the interplay between an 
Indian mysticism that might help the west transcend its malignant modernism and a powerful 
exotic mystique that worked to accentuate the need for European rationality.  Therefore, though 
travelers writing about India largely avoided direct imperial commentary, the India rendered in 
this literature clearly served a variety of German needs, in particular finding means of viewing 
the world in new ways. 
 Many of these accounts, like Hermann Keyserling‟s, were highly subjective, offering 
neither intense intellectual inquiry nor personal anecdotes but rather perceptions, often 
meditating on the nature of a largely homogenized Indian philosophy and spirituality versus an 
equally vague Western materialism.  Keyserling stated:  
  
 these [Hindu] pilgrims seem to perceive the significance of symbols absolutely directly; 
 their souls appear to be affected directly by holy words (mantras).  This presupposes a 
 state of consciousness which differs materially from that of the average European…They 
 are not thinkers whose business it is to understand; they are incapable of anticipating a 
 reality in their minds; they must actually experience, as actually as they eat and sleep;  
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 they must, to put it briefly, possess the same relation to psychic realities as the Westerner 
 does to physical ones.   
 
Keyserling relished his role as ambassador and translator; he claimed that the Hinduism of 
southern India was “gentle and kind” even though it bore the marks of its origins in “more 
savage times.”  At the same time he asserted that many of the problems with Western society 
were a “reaction against too intellectualized an outlook on the world.”19   Keyserling, comparing 
himself to Flaubert, another literary traveler to the East, considered himself among the privileged 
few who could see the best of both worlds, even if in both cases what he reported were extreme 
idealizations, centered on the duality Eastern spirituality and Western functionality.
20
 
 Waldemar Bonsels‟s account of his travels in India, which by 1932 had sold over three 
hundred thousand copies in German and had been translated into at least eight languages, was 
less esoteric and more narrative, though he, too, focused on the division between East and West.  
Bonsels‟s goal was “nothing less than to discover the soul of India, to discover what makes the 
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country what it really is.”21  Even though he was charmed by the landscape, the animals—like 
the monkey that sat on his window sill—the people and their traditions, over the course of 
Bonsels‟s travelogue it becomes increasingly obvious that he was and would remain an outsider.  
His relationship with the Brahmin Mangeshe Rao illustrated just how little he comprehended of 
the political atmosphere in India.  Because Rao was committed to Indian independence, Bonsels 
worried about his friend; he mused that nothing worse could happen to Rao than banishment at 
the hands of the British.  Bonsels‟s servant Panya reminded him where he was:  
 
 You don‟t know this country Sahib.  Who said anything about danger threatening you or 
 the Brahmin from the British?  Don‟t you know that the priests of his own caste hate 
 Mangeshe Rao as much as jackals hate the hyena?  The weapons the Brahmins use stifle 
 the cry in the victim‟s throat.  In the depths of the palm grove there is a darkness which 
 the eye of no judge can pierce.  It is said of the cobra that we do not catch sight of it until 
 we are already face to face with death, and to the Brahmin priests the cobra is sacred.
22
   
 
The speech marked both literal and figurative dangers that Bonsels was witnessing: a cobra does 
kill one of their oxen, attracting hyenas and Rao was ultimately poisoned, inducing Bonsels to 
contemplate his German homeland for the first time, ending the account.  Bonsels was a 
sophisticated traveler, committed to learning from as well as about the Indians he encountered, 
but even he could not make the mental leap necessary to reconcile his worldview with the nature 
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of India: in the end, he “longed to escape from the entanglement of a life which I was unable to 
understand.”  In Bonsels‟s story, East and West each had its own customs, but more importantly 
its own visions of the world; Bonsels‟s account was popular because he shed light on these 
differences, but also because he was ultimately unable to breach them. 
 The travels of Rabindranath Tagore in Germany, were equally important in terms of 
Germans reaching out beyond Germany in search of new worldviews. Tagore toured Germany in 
1921, 1926 and 1930, giving lectures and readings—supposedly causing scuffles among those 
denied entry to his talks—and generating media attention.  Though Tagore‟s presence and 
popularity in Germany indicated that cultural boundaries between East and West were breaking 
down, Tagore was also noteworthy because he deliberately played the part of the Eastern 
intellectual so convincingly: even though he was only sixty when he first traveled to Germany, 
he had already begun to look like a wizened sage, and his long white beard accentuated his 
exotic look and foreign appeal.  Indeed the historian Martin Kämpchen maintains that Tagore‟s 
popularity in Germany was directly linked to the results of World War I.   Germans were looking 
for a new kind of spirituality and spiritual leadership, and Tagore worked well in this role, as 
Tagore‟s poetry was exotic and new, but also accessible—as was Tagore himself. 23  Even before 
his arrival in Germany, Tagore was being read there, as his work was translated into German and 
widely available throughout the 1920s.  Tagore was also cultivating relationships with German 
intellectuals, including Keyeserling whom he met in India in 1911.  Although Thomas Mann 
declined Keyserling‟s invitation to participate in Darmstadt‟s “Tagore Week,” both he and 
Zweig were introduced to Tagore later in 1921.  Zweig admired Tagore‟s dedication to 
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humanism, but Mann kept his distance, annoyed that when they met Tagore “did not seem to 
grasp who I was.”  Though the reactions to Tagore‟s work and appearances were by no means 
universally positive, throughout the 1920s, Tagore—through his travels and his writings—did 
become an icon in Germany of Indian intellectualism and by extension an alternate way of life 
from that of Germany.
24
  
 Tagore and his travels were especially important to the film industry.  Tagore served 
important symbolic functions, acting as the quintessential Indian intellectual authority and 
representing the kind of Eastern mysticism that fascinated German readers and viewers.  
Tagore‟s own views were often conflicted—advocating a general Indian nationalism but openly 
condemning even the largely peaceful aspects of the Swadeshi Movement, Hindu but also 
committed to a spiritual flexibility and humanism that could make his message more universally 
appealing—and the ambiguity of Tagore‟s position made him a convenient figure in invoking a 
wide range of ideas about India.  Using his name leant authority to considerations of the 
convergence of German and Indian film, and citing his work invoked an aura of cosmopolitan 
intellectualism.   Tagore also facilitated further German travel.  In March1923 Rolf Freiherr and 
Willy Schuster, accepted Tagore‟s invitation to form a film station with Tagore‟s university, 
Santiniketan, where their first project was to be a four-part culture film with the working title 
Das Leben in Indien (Life in India), which was to be shown internationally.
25
  Finally Tagore‟s 
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work was obliquely referenced in German films themselves as well as in film periodicals and 
trade journals. As the best-known Indian in Germany next to Gandhi, Tagore worked to represent 
India in German popular imagination.  While he pushed back, shaping his own image in Europe, 
the culture industry remained fascinated with Tagore as an icon of the mysterious East, a role 
Tagore convincingly and willingly filled. 
 Other travel works were more scientific in nature though they, too, attempted to use India 
as a means to understand postwar Germany. Though the German Orientalists of the postwar 
period were—like their predecessors—among the most prolific scholars on India, their work was 
often highly specialized: it concentrated on translations of the Upanishads, detailed analyses of 
literary works like the Brāhmana, and intense examinations of Sanskrit manuscripts.  While 
scholars like Paul Deussen and Otto Strauss were widely cited in American and British as well as 
German sources, these scholars were often narrowly focused on a single text, idea, or individual. 
Suzanne Marchand has aptly demonstrated that Orientalists like Richard Wilhelm were invested 
in using their foreign relationships to help Germany recover from the war, but did so “in an 
unconventional way: by pointing out the narrowness of Europe‟s understanding of culture, 
history, and spirituality and by insisting on the need for the West to take seriously the 
nonwestern soul.” 26    Unlike the travelogues that made the relationship between German and 
India explicit, these scholars subtly implied that Eastern thought could help remedy Germany‟s 
problems, but few directly said so.  
 There was also a more popular strain led by the scholar Paul Dahlke, who traveled widely 
through India and Southeast Asia between 1898 and 1914, and who came to believe that 
Germans could directly benefit from an infusion of Buddhist thought.  “Buddhism,” according to 
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Dahlke, “takes its departure from the present moment, with its incontestable fact of sorrow, and 
ends with the knowledge, with the consciousness of the dissolution of sorrow,” allowing its 
practitioners to transcend the painful present through knowledge and faith.
27
   To aid Germans in 
this process, in 1924, Dahlke opened the Buddhist House in Berlin-Fronau, a cloister that would 
provide a space for meditation and contemplation without the interruptions of modern life.
28
  
Similarly scholars like Florus Geuth and Rudolf Steiner attempted to reconcile Hindu and 
Christian thought as a means of bringing the spirituality of India back to Germany where it was 
needed.
29
  These scholars not only translated Sanskrit texts into German, not only but translated 
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the beliefs and traditions of Indian religions into stories ordinary German readers could 
understand, set in relation to Christianity and advertising the rejuvenating power of Indian 
spirituality. 
 Other works also straddled the line between literary travelogue and scientific report.  Kurt 
Boeck‟s Im Banne des Everest, documenting his attempt to be the first to climb Mt. Everest, 
provided extensive detail regarding the geography and landscape of Napal.  He also discussed 
the peoples of the region, echoing his earlier works Durch Indien ins verschlossene Land Nepal 
and Indische Gletscherfahrten, which were more overtly ethnographic studies of Nepalese life.
30
  
The German film industry was particularly fascinated by the American Katherine Mayo‟s 
anthropological study of India.  Mayo‟s 1927 book, Mother India—translated and published in 
Germany in 1928—focused on the daily lives of India‟s poorest communities and offered a stark 
contrast to the work of professional Orientalists and other scholars addressing the philosophical 
aspects of Indian civilization.  It was lauded in Germany, though it was publicly criticized by 
independence figures like Gandhi, as it became linked, even within literature on film, with what 
was seen as the “real” India.31   The forward to the German edition states, “We possess in 
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 Der Bildwart echoes this idea suggesting that “Here is a book that does not only consider India 
through golden lenses or focus only on the Maharajas but rather on the most terrible and 
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backwardness and total disrepair.”  In reply to Gandhi and others, the article suggests that their 
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Germany a very extensive literature on India, but as it is, it is not purely scientific, and it suffers 
mostly from an all too romantic attitude.  No one will want to take away from the non-material 
values that are mature in India, but we may ask ourselves:  How does the everyday life of this 
miraculous country actually look now?  Miss Mayo, the American, asks this question—and its 
answer is one of the most sensational books of our time.”32  In attempting to reveal the reality of 
India, Mayo (and her readers) created new idealized tropes: the unlettered child bride, the sickly 
baby, the housewife ignorant of basic hygiene, the impotent laboring man, the mismanaged cattle 
that were eating India into poverty.
33
  However, Mayo‟s travels and the “scientific” conclusions 
she devised from them served Germany differently from other treatments.  Mayo portrayed India 
as a part of the modern world—albeit a much less advanced part—and in doing so allowed 
Germans to position themselves in relation to another contemporary society.  This prospect was 
appealing to Germans not simply because Mayo offered an alternative to the writings that 
portrayed India as a place of religious contemplation and meditation; it also resonated because  
Mayo‟s work revealed a new facet in the picture of India Germans at home could experience: 
                                                                                                                                                             
Indien,” Der Bildwart  7 (1929): 834.  See also “Franz Osten und das indische Filmwesen,” 
Süddeutsche Filmzeitung 8, no. 27 (1929): 16. 
32
 Katherine Mayo, Mutter Indien (Frankfurt am Main : Frankfurter Societäts-Druckerei, 1928), 
9. 
33
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one that divided the world into categories “civilized” and “uncivilized” and allowed Germans to 
view themselves with the latter.
 34
  
 There was another dimension to German literary interest in India that was neither overtly 
scientific nor explicitly grounded in travel experiences, but which nevertheless illustrated the 
means by which Germans grappled with their own postwar international status: Indian 
independence.  As early as 1923, Germans had been publishing sympathetic sociological treaties 
on the Indian independence movement.  H. Warburg‟s Um Indiens Freiheit (1923) drew direct 
parallels between India and Germany.  Gandhi‟s passive resistance, he wrote, drew upon the 
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same power that is such a vital resource in German society—the power of the people.  He 
continued by stating that “A people that fights for its freedom will find sympathies everywhere 
that the original instincts of humanity have not yet been choked…a joint sorrow that plagues the 
deeply the noble soul merges all peoples…” a comment implicitly linking Germans and Indians 
in the struggle for freedom and justice. 
35
   This connection worked differently than the 
travelogues and scientific writings, but it still served to integrate Germany into an international 
system through India.   Warburg drew a direct line between India‟s nationalist struggle led by 
Gandhi and Germany‟s travails in the Rhineland.  He even quoted Gandhi as stating,  
  
 The fallen and crushed Germany discovered the truth, that no people can be subdued or 
 can be controlled, if the conqueror does not understand that he must acquire the 
 cooperation of the people.  Here lies the weak point in the use of force… The decision of 
 all to endure will rescue all peoples even from death during the attack of the oppressor.  
 The flaming love of the homeland, the discipline and the courage of the German people 
 took form, impossibly succeeding in resisting France…. the belief and the hope of India 
 in new powers out of the [Rhineland], that weathered the French force through German 
 resistance.  
 
 According to Warburg, it was German resistance to French oppression that inspired Gandhi to 
lead his people in passive resistance against the British. This united Germany and India as 
unjustly colonized peoples, looking to each other for means to throw off their oppressors. By 
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looking to India, Germans could find a model of resistance to colonization and a means to rejoin 
“civilization.”  
 While attributing German resistance against the French in the Rhineland to India—and 
indeed the subtle insinuation that Gandhi was given the opportunity to refine his philosophies 
because Germans rather than Indians put them into practice—is an oversimplification of complex 
international relations, the relationship between Germany and India on the issue of nonviolent 
resistance did go both ways.  Warburg cited the nationalist periodical, Young India published 
with the support of Gandhi and edited by C. Rajagopalachar, in suggesting that Indians 
themselves agree that Germany was a key site in spreading Gandhi‟s message.36  Rajagopalachar 
himself wrote, “It is not pride but thankfulness that makes us turn to the West to see the message 
of India fulfilled in distant Germany.  The faith and the hope of India will receive fresh strength 
from the defeat of French violence at the hands of German non-cooperation…Its success in India 
gives hope and strength to Germany and its greater success in Germany will give greater hope 
and strength to India.  Thus will violence be defeated ultimately.”37   The insinuation was that 
regardless of German behavior in World War I, India stood firmly behind Germany in the 
German design to not allow “themselves to be forced by the military to help French tyranny.”  
Later he stated of the French policy of replacing German civil authorities with French and 
Belgians and the German passive resistance to this policy “Truly, if our stony hearts will not 
melt and our sloth and fear continue, will not history write, „If but Gandhi had been given to 
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Germany instead of to India, the history of civilization would have been different?‟”38  
Nationalist leaders in India consistently and consciously paid attention to events in Germany, 
overstating the German transition from militarism to peaceful nation as they attempted to have a 
European ally and a successful example of passive resistance in practice.  There was idealization 
on both ends of this intellectual relationship, but this idealization served two important functions: 
to link Germany and India through their mutual oppression and to make their resistance visible 
around the world. 
 Gandhi was a key figure in German assessments of India.
 39
 R. Billung in his 1930 work 
Gandhi: sein Leben und sein Kampf um Indiens Freiheit like Mayo and Warburg found Gandhi‟s 
methods of passive resistance compelling. He, too, attempted to link Gandhi‟s struggle and 
accomplishments with German ways of thinking, noting not only Gandhi‟s distinctive 
characteristics that made him easily recognizable to any European (his glasses, his mild manner, 
his vegetarianism and his asceticism) but also noted Gandhi‟s interest in German philosophers 
such as Kant, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche.  In assessing Gandhi‟s relevance to German society, 
Billung also noted the connections between India and German East Africa in which he believed 
the Germans, like the British in India, did not pay enough attention to the basic need of its 
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citizens, although he also made similar comparisons with the plight of the German working class, 
making this parallel less about the colonial project and more about class relations as a whole.
40
   
 Warburg referred to Gandhi as a Realpolitiker. Yet this did not preclude the spiritual side 
of the resistance struggle—nor the necessity of freedom and unity.  He stated, “to strengthen and 
steel the spirit of the people, that is the job of Indian politicians.”  The real project for both 
German and Indian leaders was to guide the people who “want to be entirely free, want to 
expand after their own will and form an independent limb of the international community 
[Völkergemeinschaft].”  Pragmatism and the struggle for freedom must go hand in hand, and 
Gandhi provided the perfect model in this endeavor, not only in India but also for Germany.     
 Indian independence provided an avenue for Germans to discuss their own role in 
international politics. Both German and Indian intellectuals used these conversations to assert 
their own priorities. Indian intellectuals needed an example of passive resistance in practice to 
confirm that it would ultimately prevail in India, while Germans needed international recognition 
regarding their postwar plight.  That Gandhi recognized Germany as a place in need of liberation 
validated German perceptions about tyranny at the hands of their European neighbors; the 
contributions to Young India addressing Germany suggested that the French were, indeed, 
behaving badly in the Rhineland and what is more, it was obvious to those outside Germany as 
well.  These observations also provided an affirmation for Germany that they could get out of 
their postwar occupied situation, and internationally important, high-profile leaders outside 
Germany believed they could.
41
  Gandhi and his ideas were clearly fascinating because they were 
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novel and revolutionary, but he was also significant because the road to Indian independence 
confirmed German desires to be an equally independent, relevant part of the international 
community.  
                                                                                                                                                             
of the German Jews in the 1930s.   By November 1938 Gandhi wrote that the “new religion of 
exclusive and militant nationalism in which any inhumanity becomes an act of humanity to be 
rewarded here and hereafter” was making it impossible to remain allied with Germany, however 
much he cherished Indo-German relations.  And further, “Germany is showing to the world how 
efficiently violence can be worked when it is not hampered by any hypocrisy or weakness 
masquerading as humanitarianism.  It is also showing how hideous, terrible and terrifying it 
looks in its nakedness.”  However, it was German militarism rather than the plight of Germany‟s 
Jews that caught Gandhi‟s attention.   While he stated, “my sympathies are all with the Jews” he 
also believed that the solution to the travails of the German Jews was that they remain in 
Germany demanding equal treatment through active peaceful resistance.  Thus his advice was 
that “If I were a Jew and born in Germany and earned my livelihood there, I would claim 
Germany as my home even as the tallest gentile German may, and challenge him to shoot me or 
cast me in the dungeon.  I would refuse to be expelled or to submit to discriminating treatment,” 
concluding that “if the Jewish mind could be prepared for voluntary suffering, even the massacre 
I have imagined could be turned into a day of thanksgiving and joy that Jehovah had wrought 
deliverance of the race even at the hands of the tyrant.”  This perspective illustrates that however 
committed he claimed to be to furthering peaceful relations with Germany and thwarting Nazi 
designs, Gandhi was most interested in his own message of Satyagraha and making work in 
practice—whether it was a viable solution or not.    M. K. Gandhi, “The Jews” Harijan 6, (Nov. 
26, 1938): 352-53. 
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 Much of the intellectual relationship between Germany and India was premised on 
fantasies: of an exotic landscape begging for exploration, of a rejuvenating Hindu spirituality, 
and of a newly emerging society that Germany inspired on its way to independence.  German 
travel to India offered a glimpse into that fantasy, though the diversity of ensuing literary 
treatments of India suggests that there was not a single image of it that was universally 
applicable.  Travelogues and writings inspired by travel covered a wide range of topics, with 
results from the purely philosophical to biographical treatments of key figures like Gandhi and 
Tagore.  However both scientific and literary considerations affirmed the idea that India was a 
way for Germans to address their position in the postwar world.  While on the one hand elusive 
Indian spirituality offered a remedy to the ills of an equally ambiguous Western modernism, on 
the other hand, India offered Germany a practical means of reconnecting with the world through 
the international recognition granted to the Indian independence movement.  In a variety of 
genres and academic disciplines, this body of literature provided German readers at home with 
ready access to India.  Some of this work—particularly that done by the professional 
Orientalists—was highly specialized, but literary travelogues, travels stories, and the works of 
writers like Tagore all had popular dimensions that allowed a broad range of readers to consider 
the relationship between “East” and “West.”  The film industry engaged with this larger 
fascination with India, taking the idea of an Indian fantasy even further, in dozens of films 
spinning tropes of travel, alterity, and encounter, exploring both India‟s and Germany‟s place in 
the modern world. 
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Cinematic Fantasies 
Even as German writers, philologists, theologians and Oriental studies scholars gave their 
attention to India, it also served as an imaginative place, a backdrop, onto which fairytale stories 
could be painted, particularly by German producers, actors and directors.  There was a wealth of 
films using India as a setting in the early 1920s, almost entirely feature films meant to use the 
exoticism of a mythologized India in providing a cinematic fantasy.   On the whole, these films 
made no effort to appear to be realistic or to offer any real insights into contemporary Indian 
society or historical Indian traditions.   Films like Der indische Abenteuer (The Indian Adventure 
1921), Indische Nächte (Indian Nights 1920) Die Jewelen des Buddhas (The Jewels of the 
Buddha 1920) Das Geheimnis von Bombay (The Secret of Bombay 1921), Die Tochter des 
Maharadscha (The Daughter of the Maharaja 1918), Das Rätsel von Bangalor (The Riddle from 
Bangalore 1918) and Die Tochter des Rajah (The Daughter of the Rajah 1918) offered viewers 
standard themes of love stories, power struggles, and exotic adventures made more intriguing 
because they were set in India, the land of turrets and turbans, maharajas and  mystery.  These 
films created an imaginary India with its own internal consistencies and conventions, displaying 
tropes that illustrate the ways in which German cinema dealt with the exotic nature of an 
imaginary India.   
 The stories often centered around Indian princes and their conventional characteristics: 
their power—often taken to the point of brutality or barbarism—their harems, their interest in 
architecture, their ability to partially assimilate into European society, and their ability to 
suppress their real natures by changing clothes and adopting European customs like dancing.  
This stood in marked contrast to European men, who steadfastly maintained their racial and 
cultural identity regardless of location and European women who could, in the right 
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environment, take on orientalized characteristics but only if they were outside of Europe.  
Further, the Prince was able to manipulate deterrents, often mystical, of Europeans ever fully 
coming to understand India itself, often as white travelers attempted to address the rogue prince 
on his own terms—and even, as in the case of Das Rätsel von Bangalor (The Riddle of 
Bangalore 1918) the playing of various types of exoticism off of one another, as the Indian 
Maharaja chased a white woman from his harem into life as a (blonde) geisha. 
 Unlike the German authors who are the subjects of Susanne Zantop‟s work on the 
German pre-colonial period and who, she argues, created colonial scenarios in order to illustrate 
how they would be better colonial leaders than the French or the British, the makers of these 
fantasies expressed a longing to be an integral part of the world order.  These films deal with the 
subject of the rapidly shrinking nature of space: themes of travel, cross-cultural contact, and the 
bleeding together of the primitive and the modern, all of which were linked to the postwar, 
twentieth- century moment.  Zantop suggests that because Germany had no formal ties with 
places like India, eighteenth-century German commentators were free to use their imaginations 
to their fullest limits.
42
  German diplomatic connections with India were still sparse in the 1920s, 
and while Indians occupied the attention of writers and travelers as well as filmmakers, Weimar 
artists employed an imaginative breadth that resulted from a lack of concrete political 
associations.  Therefore, the resulting cinematic narratives engaged less with specific colonial 
ideas than with shifting religious, social and gender conventions that concerned both Germany 
specifically and the modern nation more broadly.   
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 Through these films, it was possible for Germans to see themselves—both literally on the 
screen and vicariously as members of the audience—engaging with a world outside of Germany.  
India was a logical location for many of these films not only because it represented the duality of 
the mystical and the pedestrian, but also because it walked the line between a colonized and a 
modern nation, serving as both cautionary tale for modernity getting out of hand and a model of 
exoticism.  Yet because there were no formal colonial ties, India could be created, oftentimes out 
of almost nothing and thus, and because filmmakers were conscious of the artifice involved, they 
were all the more eager to—whenever applicable—assert the authenticity of their achievements.   
 Films like Die Lieblingsfrau des Maharadschas (The Favorite Wife of the Maharaja) 
maintained substantial popularity in Germany: the 1916 version was so successful that it 
precipitated sequels in 1919 and 1921, illustrating nearly all of the standard tropes regarding the 
encounters between Europe and India.  The film begins in Europe.  The Maharaja, who is 
comfortable in all aspects of polite European society—dining, fashion, urbane conversation—is 
distinguishable from his companions only by his turban and his earring, though his personal 
servants do not wear Western clothes.  As in most films set outside Europe, nearly every 
character was played by a white person, which, in part, made costuming more important to 
distinguish the racial background of each of the characters, though minor characters were often 
put in blackface—or occasionally, played by dark-skinned people.  In Lieblingsfrau, the 
Maharaja, thanks to his heightened, savage sexual potency associated with his exotic 
background, is extremely popular, particularly among European ladies.  Wooing one with 
Tagore‟s poem “The Gardner,”—notable not only because Tagore‟s poetry was popular in 
contemporary Europe, but also because he represented the slippery cosmopolitanism of Indian 
men, able to adjust his behavior to thrive in a variety of environments while remaining decidedly 
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Indian—he is able to convince a European lady to give up her otherwise promising European 
fiancé and marry him.  Her family, unsurprisingly, disapproves, and she is forced to sneak off to 
India in the middle of the night. 
 Once she arrives in India, however, everything immediately changes.  The Maharaja 
reverts to his true self, symbolically changing his clothing but also changing his behavior, 
especially his treatment of his new wife, who is now expected to wear Indian clothes against her 
will.  This appropriation of the European woman by the Indian man is made even more explicit 
when the Maharaja symbolically packs away all the woman‟s European clothes and belongings 
stating “The Maharaja will protect your European clothes like a treasure!”  Further, it is not 
simply her clothes that the Maharaja claims to protect; he is also interested in protecting her 
virtue, and thus he is insistent that she take her place in his harem, among his other happy wives, 
who will teach her obedience and humility.  The nature of the harem—for any viewer not already 
informed about the depravity (and allure!) of this gilded cage—is revealed through a brief belly-
dancing scene.  Further, when the woman refuses to act her part and come out of the harem as 
the Maharaja‟s wife, he attempts to bribe her with jewels, which she nobly throws on the floor, 
reminding him of the sanctity of marriage.  The other women in the harem immediately swarm 
over the jewels, jostling one another to get to them first, even jumping into the fountain.  The 
European woman, realizing the folly of her ways, is eventually rescued from the harem by her 
original European fiancé and declares that “a European woman can never share her love for her 
husband with another.”   Thus monogamy—and unadulterated whiteness—win out over the 
bejeweled mysticism of India. 
 A similar trope of the bleeding together of different societies is visible in Das Rätsel von 
Bangalor (The Riddle of Bangalore 1918).  Though the main characters of Das Rätsel von 
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Bangalor are explicitly British—the hero, played by Harry Liedtke, a Scottish doctor and his 
lover, the daughter of the governor of Bangalore, played by Gilda Langer, English—their 
specific nationalities are less important than their position vis-à-vis the “demonic” Maharaja, 
played by Conrad Veidt.  The beauty of the governor‟s daughter serves not only to catch the 
attention of the doctor, but also that of the Maharaja, who abducts her into his harem, turning her 
into “a blonde temple dancer.”43  She is rescued by the doctor and the Maharaja chases the pair 
around the world, including to Japan, forcing the woman into a tea shop as a “blonde geisha” and 
to the United States where the audience sees cityscapes of modern architecture, jarringly at odds 
with the equally exotic—though more primitive—Indian landscape.  Thus, the film‟s inherent 
appeal is that through it, “The viewer is led through three continents, where he sees the Indian 
life, the splendor of Indian sovereign palaces, and is led into the realm of Japan and is witness of 
the Japanese customs in the tea houses, learning the life that the little Geishas know, their hopes 
and their sorrows.”  Further, “the Indian love story, that passes as a thread through the entire 
film, is suited also in its highly romantic form to excite general sensation.”44  The American 
cityscape was no less sensational although in a modern, technological way, contrasting with the 
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emphasis on architecture in the Indian context, the turrets and spires of the “Indian” landscape.  
The result was a picture in which the world has collapsed to such an extent that the Indian 
Maharaja, as brutal as he is fanatical, so intent on his desire for this white woman, was able to 
chase them to the far reaches of the world, taking the German viewer along for the ride. 
 Die Perle des Orients (The Pearl of the Orient 1921) and Die Rose von Dschiandur (The 
Rose from Dschiandur 1918) also illustrate the detrimental effects of this convergence of West 
and East.  In Rose, against the backdrop of the “real oriental brilliance” of “the wonderful 
splendor of the fairyland India,” the story of the Sultan Adlinda unfolds.  The initial tension 
comes when he and his entourage go “to Western Europe in order to learn the cultural 
acquisitions of the western world,” particularly in mining.  He brings the mining director‟s 
daughter Ina back to India as a lady‟s companion for the most beautiful woman in the world, 
Saidja, the Rose of Dschiandur, a situation made necessary through a mining accident in which 
the Sultan comes to the financial aid of the woman‟s father.  Unfortunately Ina‟s brother Lukas 
also comes to India and, unsurprisingly, Saidja falls in love with him, running away from the 
harem and precipitating the Sultan‟s terrible vengeance, plotting the miner‟s financial ruin.  Die 
Perle des Orients is less about vengeance than are other Indian films, although it, too, illustrates 
how intermixing imperils the world order.  In this case, the film illustrates how intermixing 
jeopardizes the Indian way of life, particularly through the influence of Western culture on an 
Indian sovereign.  At the beginning the Maharaja in question lives quite happily and contentedly 
with his European wife, surrounded by all the obligatory “extravagant splendor” associated with 
life in India.  However, when a neighboring prince visits, demanding the slave-girl to whom he is 
entitled through “custom of the country” the Maharaja‟s European ideals, among which them 
renouncing slavery, cause tension.  The Maharaja refuses to enslave a woman for the sake of 
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custom.  The visiting prince “interprets this as a deadly offense” and summons vast armies to 
cover the country with war.  The Maharaja‟s European wife is able to save the day by offering 
herself up as the slave in return for peace in her husband‟s kingdom, leaving the Maharaja to live 
out his life in a cloister.  This resolution departs from the trope of feminine sexual folly, though it 
does reinforce the need for European intervention when western culture complicates exotic 
customs.
45
 
 The inexplicable power of the chameleonesque Maharaja to charm Europeans and 
especially women, the weakness of women in general for jewels and sex, the triumph of 
European virtue in the face of adversity and the ease of travel in a rapidly shrinking world for 
both Europeans and Indians, are recurring themes in the German films of the late 1910s and early 
1920s set in India.  It is therefore not surprising that the screenwriter and novelist Thea von 
Harbou used similar themes in her works, setting her characters in often two-dimensional exotic 
locales so that they could have adventures in freeing themselves from angry, power-hungry, 
tyrants or otherwise conflicted exotic princes—sometimes Maharajas, sometimes Sultans, 
sometimes Caliphs—who, given the possibility for cultures to bump against one another must 
ultimately be battled back into their place.
46
 
 Harbou‟s novels, successes in their own right, were also often the basis for her 
screenplays which she wrote with increasing success throughout the 1920s with her husband 
Fritz Lang.  Harbou‟s novel, Das indische Grabmal (The Indian Tomb), was extremely popular, 
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going through four editions between the years 1918 and 1937 and ultimately became one of the 
most long-lasting German films taking place in India, taking on three distinct cinematic 
manifestations.
47
  While Harbou‟s novel differs slightly from the original version of the film for 
which she co-wrote the screenplay, her influence over the ultimate production is obvious.  Like 
their other films—not just Der Müde Tod (The Weary Death) but Frau im Mond (Woman in the 
Moon) and others—the 1921 version of Grabmal relies on the idea that world travel is simple; in 
many cases her characters use magic to transport themselves across the globe.  And while the 
mystical elements of an ambiguous Indian religion are not as pronounced in the novel as in the 
film, both the film and the novel nevertheless testify to her skill at making fake religions and 
religious customs out of clichés and bits of popular stereotypes, often playing on the tropes of 
home and harem, of savage princes and their stable German counterparts.
48
 
 Joe May‟s Indische Grabmal, based on Harbou‟s novel and converted to a script by 
Harbou and Lang, was perhaps the India film with the most wide reaching significance, as it was 
directed and produced by one of the most well established filmmakers in Germany, Joe May, and 
starred one of the most well known and highly touted actresses, May‟s wife Mia May.  Further, it 
had the longest life of any of the popular feature films set in India and made directly after the 
war, for it was remade twice—in 1937 by Richard Eichberg and then again in 1959 by Fritz Lang 
himself.  It also has the distinction of being one of the first self-proclaimed “blockbusters,” that 
is, a film made by one of the few widely successful and well established directors, and including 
huge stars among its cast; its celebrity actors included not only May but Olaf Fønss (one of the 
earliest and most prolific Danish film stars) and Conrad Veidt, who earlier had played the 
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Maharaja in Rätsel as well as the somnambulist Cesare in Robert Weine‟s Cabinet of Dr 
Caligari.  These blockbusters, including May‟s Grabmal, also relied on a budget large enough to 
provide sets, extras and costumes in enough volume and splendor to make the film seem as 
though the audience were really part of a fantasy journey.
49
   
May‟s version of Grabmal was the only one of the three versions with no part filmed on 
location in India.  It makes sense that the later versions had to assert stronger ties with India in 
order to justify remaking the film, given the scale of May‟s version.  Indeed, May did want the 
viewer to be able to “travel to India, via Berlin.”50  To this end, he built massive full-scale 
temples for the exterior scenes and hired hundreds of extras (in black face) to serve as the crowd.  
He also used a variety of animals—elephants, crocodiles, tigers—which would have been easily 
recognizable to his audience, and would have added to the aura of authenticity for the film. 
May worked hard to make his India seem real.  His version of Grabmal, was, even within 
the context of post-war inflation, one of the most expensive German films of the early 1920s, 
costing between 22 and 24 million marks—or roughly 300,000 dollars.  According to the 
Illustrierter Film-Kurier May hired 300 builders, architects and other artists to work on building 
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the set for Grabmal over a period of five months—what the Illustrierter Film-Kurier computes 
as roughly 360,000 hours of labor.
51
 The result of this “army of builders, carpenters, sculptors, 
painters and craftsmen” was a palace that towered to a height of 40 meters, flanked by 35-meter-
high turrets.  The artistic director, Otto Hunte wanted the set to “distinguish itself through its 
resemblance to absolutely real Indian architecture.”52  May, with Hunte‟s help, aimed to create a 
background so alien, exotic, and awe-inspiring that one could travel to “India via Woltersdorf” 
by viewing the film.   
One of the most prolific film scholars of the 1920s, Fritz Olimsky—one of the first in 
Germany to make his career writing almost exclusively about film—wrote that the Woltersdorf  
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creation  was “really India, genuine India, and the radiating sun further increased the illusion.”53 
This tension between the genuine and the illusory was one of the great successes of the film.  
May‟s film stands out against the other films set in India because of its monumental scale; and its 
scale was meant to reinforce not only the fantastic potential of the medium of film, but also to 
suggest that this potential could be used to transport the viewer beyond the confines of the 
theater.
54
  That is, viewers who, fascinated by India as a place for exotic adventures, would likely 
never see the “real” India were able to see the next best thing through film: they were able to see 
a “real” copy of the “real” India.  The sets not only added gravity and credibility to the film, but 
allowed an interaction between the film and the audience which gave the broad base of German 
viewers the chance for exploration of the mysteries of India.  That Woltersdorf was not actually 
India became insignificant because both the promotion and the interpretation of the film imbued 
it with the same credibility as if one had actually traveled.  The film itself depicted no “territorial 
reconquest;” instead it invited the audience to partake of an Oriental adventure by asking it to 
participate in the construction of the “real” India. 
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Advance articles obviously acted as promotion of the film, but there were of course other 
avenues of advertisement, which also consciously tread the fine line between film magic and 
cinematic veracity.  The film, like most major productions, was featured in the Illustrierter Film 
Kurier, which promoted films by providing a large quantity of pictures and a brief synopsis of 
the film‟s plot, allowing the viewer the opportunity to see the detail of the set up close in still 
photos.  Similarly film pamphlets sold both to advertise and accompany films provided behind-
the-scenes insights into the films‟ back-story as well as still shots from the films themselves and 
portrait-style photos of the actors and director.  In the case of May‟s blockbuster, these images 
and descriptions served the purpose of not only giving the viewer a tantalizing look at the 
glamour and scale of the finished product, but also invited them to participate in the construction 
of the fantasy by occasionally revealing the reality behind the illusion.  There was an extensive 
series of black and white photos taken on location at Woltersdorf which were used to show off 
not only the scale of the sets but also the detail: the decoration, the scrollwork, the carving on the 
columns.  Though the sets used for the interior scenes were an ever-present part of the film, the 
still shots allowed one to see them up close and appreciate the craftsmanship that went into their 
construction; the backgrounds in this film were not meant to be simply a setting but a cinematic 
achievement in themselves.   
Stills of the actors in costume—and even of them getting into costume—allowed the 
viewer to take a closer look at the detail work in the clothing and make-up of the characters.  One 
particularly fascinating picture entitled “The hairdresser labors over the exotic look” shows a 
long line of extras sitting in front of a long line of make-up artists putting on their black faces.  
Thus, the viewer was invited into not only the illusion but also the construction of that illusion; 
in this case race was literally being constructed in front of the viewers‟ eyes.  This participatory 
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illusion, far from devaluing the fantasy, reinforced the travel potential of the film: in seeing the 
overwhelming scale of the finished product as well as its meticulous construction, the viewer 
was invited along in the process of creating India.  Thus travel did not require the traversing of 
distance but rather the putting together of the building blocks of the final destination.
55
  Film 
travel, in this case, functioned on two levels: audiences got to see “India” but they also got to 
witness the technology that made India viewable. 
The story of Grabmal changed over time with its various incarnations.  However, all the 
versions, including Harbou‟s novel, were based on the same basic premise: an Indian Maharaja 
hires a German architect to build a tomb for his lost love.   The architect is enthusiastic about this 
prospect to realize his professional ambition on a grand scale until it becomes apparent that the 
lover in question is not yet dead, but instead awaiting her fate to be sealed alive in the tomb once 
it is complete, sentenced to this end because of an illicit love affair with another European man.  
This necessitates a rescue mission on the part of the Germans, who must not only escape for their 
own sake but also ensure the safety of the woman who is to be buried alive.  All three of these 
films participate in a conversation regarding Germany‟s relationship with India, offering 
suggestions as to how audiences might view themselves in the world.  Though none of the 
versions of this film can be read literally as a marker of German attitudes towards India (or 
indeed towards Germany), it is possible to see through the varying manifestations of this story, 
visual signposts of attitudes towards German relations with outside cultures.  Stories depicting 
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Germans in India illustrated the potential consequences of encounters between modern and 
mystical, European and exotic, and all the versions of Grabmal explore the ramifications of the 
collapse of conventional barriers that previously kept the world in balance. 
The Maharaja, the only truly consistent character, does not significantly change over the 
many versions, continually playing the part of the noble savage—and savage noble—who acts as 
a foil for European heroes.  Lang suggested, “when we wrote the Joe May picture, we called the 
first part The Tiger from Eschnapur, because the Maharajah was as ferocious as a tiger…Joe 
May kept it that way—the tiger of Eschnapur was the Maharajah…The man who made it the 
second time [Richard Eichberg] misunderstood absolutely: he didn‟t catch on that the Maharajah 
was the tiger from Eschnapur,” implying that Eichberg‟s Maharaja lacked the raw, animalistic 
power of the other versions.
 56
  Yet even in this iteration he serves essentially the same function 
both within the story and vis-à-vis European characters.  Vicious and savage, yet powerful and 
exotically beautiful, the Maharaja offers a striking contrast to the European travelers within his 
domain.  His presence is also tied to a larger, exotic and barbaric backdrop.  All the films contain 
scenes of the Maharaja‟s banquet that include sword swallowers, snake charmers, acrobats and 
the death of a maid in a magic trick gone deliberately wrong.  The scenes not only contribute to 
highlighting cultural differences but also, through the eyes of the European characters and with 
the help of the camera, the viewer, too, can be a witness to the most entertaining and horrifying 
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dimensions to the Indian spectacle.  And although Eichberg‟s Maharaja is extremely adept at 
modern travel (chasing his escaped lover by plane, boat and automobile) and is easily able to 
function within European society, even the 1937 version sets off India as an impenetrable place 
of forbidden, exotic fantasy, terrifying in its beauty and brutal in its power—just like the 
Maharaja. 
The most substantial differences stem from the various authors and directors‟ treatment 
of several key elements of the story: the place and level of religious mysticism, the way in which 
gender and race become intertwined especially in depicting national identity, the way in which 
sexual identity becomes convoluted as power-dynamics shift based on location, and ultimately 
how European/Indian relations might work in a world in which it is increasingly easy to break 
down the limits of both real, geographic distance.  All three cinematic versions of the film 
address these themes, each creating a fantastic India based on the initial premise of Harbou‟s 
novel: that India is a wondrous place in which Europeans can find themselves both oriented and 
disoriented particularly as they are awash in the exotic, alien powers that defy direct European 
control.  
All the films are set in roughly a contemporary context.  Those scenes set in Europe or 
centering on Europeans involve modern lifestyles, fashions and technologies.  What sets May‟s 
1921 version apart from the others, however, is its focus on the mystical elements of Indian 
religion, echoing literary interest in Indian spirituality set in contrast to Western rationalism.  
Harbou‟s original novel largely relegates the religious/spiritual elements to the background—or 
rather combines all possible Indian religions, including Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism with a 
fantasy religion that then serves as a backdrop to the story—but May‟s 1921 version includes as 
one of the principle characters the Yogi Ramagani an ascetic monk of unexplained religious 
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origins who, upon being awoken from his death-like meditation becomes a supernatural servant 
to the Maharaja.
57
  Building on the literary and scholarly works that venerated Indian religion, 
May‟s film takes German interest in religion a step further, making India‟s ineffable spiritual 
qualities into a specific, integral part of the plot.  It is only due to Ramagani‟s magic that the 
German architect, Herbert, is transported to India, and through May‟s use of double exposure, 
Ramagani‟s disembodied hand removes the note Herbert wrote to his fiancée, eliminating all 
trace of where he has gone.  In May‟s film, Ramagani—a lecherous adviser to the Maharaja in 
Eichberg‟s film and a scheming older brother in Lang‟s version—serves the narrative and visual 
purpose of making India a mystical wonderland, thrilling, unknowable and deeply religious. 
This is particularly important because May took great pains in turning his “real” India 
into a place that was entirely foreign, making travel there all the more exciting because it was 
unpredictable and new.  In all the films—not just May‟s version—the Maharaja warns the 
European travelers (and by extension the audience) that they will never be able to understand 
India because its spirit is alien to them, and all the films illustrate the intoxicating effect this 
spirit of India can have on the individual.  Both the audience and the characters are overwhelmed 
with the novelties May displays in depicting India: the architecture, the animals, the acrobats and 
sword swallowers, the snake charmers and dancing girls, as well as the Yogis whose power is 
entirely supernatural.  Herbert, seemingly against his will, ventures into the night, stumbling 
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upon a group of lepers who put a curse on him; he behaves irrationally, defying a warning about 
going out alone, and risking the effects of the mystical pull India and its inhabitants exert on 
European outsiders.  The difference between East and West is not simply a matter of race or 
religion but of spirit, and through May‟s film audiences get to participate in the thrill of this 
binary. 
Conversely, all the films explore what happens when an Indian decides to start using 
Western technology: the result is that he turns these innovations—primarily in architecture—to 
murderous, vengeful ends.  In the 1921 version, the Yogi Ramagani is awakened with the 
explicit purpose of attaining the services of a specifically European architect, implying that for 
the purposes of building a tomb for the princess, Indian architects are inadequate; for quality of 
construction and the purpose of vengeance, European design is necessary.  Thus May‟s film 
echoes earlier assessments like Keyserling‟s, which suggested that Europeans do (and should) 
dominate the physical realm while Indians only truly function in the realm of thought.  Yet the 
film also takes this idea a step further to suggest that when India deviates from what it does 
best—spirituality—the effect is corrosive on both Indian mysticism and modern Western culture.   
 However, May also has more nuanced commentaries on modernity, expressed differently 
from either Eichberg or Lang.  Though top billing in the 1921 Grabmal goes to Olaf Fønss, the 
primary protagonist is actually played by Mia May.
58
  May plays the German architect‟s fiancée, 
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Irene, and it is she who embodies independence, fidelity, perseverance and resourcefulness.  This 
centrality of May‟s character stemmed in part from her husband‟s role as the director, as he over 
the course of the 1920s produced and directed many films that supported her career.  Yet as 
Sabine Hake has noted, this influx of strong women on the screen in the early 1920s also reflects 
a changing German postwar society in which women as well as men could not only vote and 
work but could become active and public models of independence, ingenuity, and bourgeois 
morality without losing their femininity.
59
  Irene must constantly rescue Herbert, comprehending 
what is truly happening even before he understands that he is in danger.  After Herbert leaves to 
go to India without leaving word—the note he left is mystically removed by the Yogi 
Ramagani—Irene begins her methodical investigation into his whereabouts, going first to an 
academic Orientalist, then to a sea captain and finally to her father, who forbids her to go to India 
and threatens to cut her off financially.  She then sells her mother‟s pearls to finance a rescue 
mission.  While in the palace of the Maharaja, she is forced to rescue Herbert again: he has run 
afoul of the Yogis who put a curse of leprosy on him.  Irene must sacrifice herself to the pagan 
Indian gods to compensate them for releasing her fiancé.  Though she is ultimately able to keep 
her virtue intact, through her willingness to sacrifice herself, her fiancé is healed.  Finally, it is 
Irene who thinks of using the Maharaja‟s carrier pigeons to send word to the embassy that they 
are in trouble—though it is through the combined efforts of Herbert and Irene that they finally 
escape.   
Irene could be a typical bourgeois woman—the type of character that Kracauer so 
lamented because she is real enough to be believable and is therefore dangerous because she 
inspires imitation.  Joe May, capitalizing on the slow, precise pace he has set, takes nearly half of 
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the first film, roughly forty-five minutes, to show Irene and Herbert in Germany in their natural 
environment in order to juxtapose Germany with the abnormality of India.  Irene‟s clothing, 
while increasingly exotic as she stays in India, is modest but fashionable.  She comes from a 
middle-class home, with an absentmindedly loving, if controlling, father to whom she defers 
unless her better judgment dictates otherwise.  She also has a loving, intelligent, middleclass 
fiancé, whose only true failing is the overwhelming desire to stretch the limits of his profession 
and create a great monument. The fact that no woman viewing her performance would ever be 
called upon to sacrifice herself to pagan gods in order to save her true love from a horrible 
wasting death, in no way tarnishes Irene‟s approachability as a model of German womanhood.  It 
is actually this convergence of reality and fantasy that concerns Kracauer so much: because there 
are such smooth lines between the two, real people come to expect the fantastic in their daily 
lives.  Though May‟s character hardly suggests that women would become distracted from daily 
life by the desire to have an Indian adventure, this fantasy does, as Kracauer suggests, not only 
reflect but also affect the society that sees it: including shifting gender roles, which in this 
instance, are very clear.  German women, if May is to be believed, are independent, strong, 
resourceful, sensitive, self-sacrificing, and devoted.  Set in an exotic context, Irene‟s natural 
abilities come to the fore, highlighting her capabilities in the wake of a crisis. 
 Treatments of gender are not only used to highlight the differences between East and 
West; they also illustrate the more nuanced tensions between categories of German and 
European.  May‟s characterizations in this regard are even more pronounced when compared to 
Lang‟s version, in which it is the architect himself who falls in love with the Maharaja‟s lover.  
The first scene in which the audience sees Lang‟s architect, Berger, involves him bodily lifting 
two Indian soldiers who are harassing a woman by a well.  Though the scene borders on 
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burlesque, his strength and virtue so excessive that they resemble a parody, Lang shot the scene 
without irony—reinforcing the trope by having the rescued woman tell her mistress, “I have 
never seen a man so strong.”  This is significant because it stands in such sharp contrast with the 
way in which Joe May chose to handle the love triangle.  Berger‟s love is pure—his sister notes 
that he never has affairs and would only take up with a woman if it were a “great love.”  Yet 
Lang‟s Berger as illicit lover to the princess, stands in explicit contrast to May‟s equivalent, the 
British officer MacAllan.  MacAllan, too, is characterized as having superior European strength 
over the Indian servants of his rival—escaping when they had him surrounded and vastly 
outnumbered.  Yet he is also characterized by his philandering, which got him into trouble in the 
first place, his sloth, and his hubris, openly displaying to his British friends the ring that 
symbolizes his relationship with the princess.   May also takes the time to show MacAllan‟s 
relationship with his own servants, whom he bullies.  In contrast to Herbert and Irene‟s servants, 
they give their master little loyalty, deserting him when the Maharaja‟s men surround their cabin.  
His fate, therefore, is to be a meal for the Maharaja‟s tigers. Though the German-ness in Lang‟s 
version of Grabmal could be more accurately characterized as a sort of European identity, in 
May‟s 1921 version, there are gradations even within the community of Europeans in India.  The 
British soldier, though strong and resourceful is actually the fop or dandy of the story: set in 
direct contrast to the diligence and dedication of the Germans.  Britain‟s reasons for remaining in 
India are not specifically addressed in this film, but setting the British officer up as the 
philanderer vis-à-vis the hardworking Germans could be read as an implicit slight on British 
interests in India.  May‟s protagonists—unlike Lang‟s—are not simply European but distinctly 
German.  Though the film does not directly engage with German imperialism (past or present), it 
does illustrate Germany‟s claim to “civilization” set against both India and Britain.  
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 The cinematic India of the early 1920s provided a distinct picture of India for Germans: 
one that did not, as Kracauer suggested, imply a latent desire to annex the world but certainly 
reveals a great deal of desire for fantasy, for movement beyond the confines of Germany, and for 
asserting Germany‟s place as a significant, civilized entity in the postwar world.  The Indians in 
these films are powerful—although often also intoxicated with their power and therefore 
dangerous—as well as affluent.  They have access to slaves and more importantly harems; they 
have the ability to travel as well as the means of breaking down barriers between East and West.  
White women are almost invariably in peril in these films through their own folly or through the 
aggressive tendencies of the Maharajas, and thus there is always the convergence of the exotic 
with the modern with disastrous effects on both sides.    
 These films were meant to be fun, a way for Germans to have exciting adventures in 
exotic places without ever having to leave home.  But they also illustrate changes in the way 
people were thinking about race, gender, modernity and travel.  India was especially productive 
in this regard because it was simultaneously a place in which Germans had a sustained interest 
(as evidence by the literary and academic works of the 1920s) but it was also a blank slate onto 
which Germans were able to project both fears and fantasies.  This cinematic India, like literary 
India, was not so much primitive as elusive: mystical, alien and unknowable.  It was the perfect 
place to air concerns about women‟s place in society, their sexuality, their morals, and their roles 
in and outside the home. It was also a productive means of addressing the disintegration of 
national boundaries and how Germany would like to interact with places like India that were in 
the process of becoming an independent part of the modern world.  Finally, these films served as 
a venue to address Germany‟s place in Europe, what it meant to be a “post colonial state in a still 
colonial world” and how German civilization could assert itself, given radical changes in 
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international status.
60
  Cinematic fantasies provided Germans with the opportunity to insert 
themselves into stories of intercultural encounters.  Even in the most complex stories, the 
Germans were always the good guys—even when their women faltered—and thus, though it was 
clearly fantasy, through film Germans were able to see themselves as a necessary part of the 
postwar world.  Germans at home were able to consume these cinematic encounters and, in the 
process, discard the past and discover new peoples and places. 
 
Ethnographic Exploration 
In his discussion of the “economy of experience,” Peter Fritzsche describes postwar Germany as 
a place in which mass media contributed to “the calibration of everyday life to a regime of 
constant movement.” He calls this a “cumulative „reality effect‟” in which ideas about the future 
and Germany‟s constant motion towards it gained “their authority not so much by virtue of their 
verisimilitude but through the fact that they were so widely consumed.”61  This emphasis on 
movement manifested itself in German travel film of the 1920s, films that explicitly addressed 
the ways in which Germans could capitalize on new technologies and in the process build a new 
image of themselves on an international scale. Travel and film converged most explicitly in the 
creation of documentary, “expedition films,” which Germans produced in great volume after the 
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war and which served the purpose of allowing Germans to push outward beyond previously 
established historic, geographic, and scientific boundaries.   These films also allowed the 
consumption of new images in Germany—of peoples and places previously “undiscovered” (at 
least on film)—contributing, as Fritzsche suggests, to a culture which privileged new experiences 
and validated them through repetition.   
 Films like May‟s Grabmal, though claiming to offer viewers a “real” travel experience, 
had little true ethnographic claim.  However, both feature films set in foreign places and 
documentary films filmed on location outside Germany were meant to educate viewers on 
unknown and exotic subjects and in the process helped bolster the significance of film as a genre.  
Both feature and documentary film were concerned with the manipulations of images, 
manipulations that took on heightened stakes when steeped in a rhetoric of truth.  Directors and 
producers saw the benefits—both artistic and financial—of walking the thin line between a purer 
form of fantasy, like Harbou‟s and a more realistic cinema based on filmmakers‟ own travel; film 
theorists and critics also understood that the stakes of depicting a world outside Germany were 
high, for how audiences saw the world was influenced in large part by filmmakers.  Film travel 
was not just a symbolic exercise but truly influenced Germans‟ relationship with the rest of the 
world through the direct contact of the filmmakers themselves and through the consumption of 
new travel experiences at home. 
  Siegfried Kracauer specifically took up the issue of the construction of travel narratives 
in film and how film shot outside Germany might affect German audiences.  Germans, he 
believed, especially those who did so only through film, traveled in order to escape reality rather 
than to embrace it, for “travel is one of the best means for a society to maintain a permanent state 
of absentmindedness, which prevents that society from coming to terms with itself.”  He was 
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even harder on documentary and culture films, those films that “have to deal not with artistically 
constructed scenes but with a reality they are supposed to understand.”   Reality, however, was 
conspicuously absent in his opinion.  He stated: “the run-of-the-mill culture films are also 
terribly careful not to put any pressure on our culture, preferring instead to roam abroad: African 
tribes, the customs and rituals of the Eskimos, snakes, bugs, palm trees.  The fact that some of 
these films are well made is no less astounding than the fact that, as if by some prior 
arrangement, almost all of them avoid the most urgent human concerns, dragging the exotic into 
daily life rather than searching for the exotic in the quotidian.”62    
 This idea of taking the exotic and commodifying it so that it could be imported into 
everyday life can indeed be seen in many of the treatments of foreign locales and peoples as they 
were synthesized into both documentary and feature films for mass consumption.  However, 
Kracauer‟s myopic vision of German society as a single, simple category of analysis precluded 
the nuance necessary for him to see that even within this process of importation, there was a 
subtle, simultaneous process of making the exotic functional: of creating tropes and figures that 
defied national categorization and indeed were able to work both ends of the spectrum of reality 
and fantasy, pushing outward beyond Germany.  Though, as Kracauer suggested, these films 
often sugarcoated the dimensions to travel that were unpleasant or ugly in order to make foreign 
societies and their homes seem more primitive and utopian, he was wrong to suggest that these 
images put no pressure on German culture.  These films did not work to prevent German society 
from coming to terms with itself, but rather changed the terms themselves, continually 
renegotiating the relationship between home and away, viewer and the viewed.   Germans, 
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looking for new revitalizing experiences, attempted to interact with the natural world and its 
peoples.  Travel films allowed for a form of exploration and movement—and confirmed it with 
wide distribution of the experience.   
 The German film industry was especially invested in documentary and educational films, 
and by the end of the 1920s it had carved out an international niche for itself in the production of 
educational films.
63
  Ufa, Germany‟s largest national film company, in conjunction with their 
New York office made and distributed a series of over a hundred educational films, Ufa Super 
Educational Films, intended for international consumption, primarily in schools and 
universities.
64
  Not all of these films involved travel—and by extension the opportunity for 
audiences to see the world and its inhabitants through cinema—but many of them did.  Subjects 
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in this series ranged from “A Water-Dwelling Spider and its Nest” to “A Stomata of a Leaf” to 
“Native Costumes of the Wends.”  These particular films were clearly intended for use in 
American and Western European contexts, but this did not stop the film journal 
Kinematograph‟s Calcutta correspondent from suggesting that they could be hugely beneficial—
not to mention profitable—if they were used in countries like Burma that badly needed 
(Western) education.  Through film, he suggested, other people—both primitive and modern—
needed German technical skills, artistic insights, and discrimination regarding important 
educational topics, providing an ideal opportunity for Germans to insert themselves into global 
processes of “civilization.”   
 The correspondent began his assessment by stating, “Burma is the most musical land in 
the world and the Burmese the most music loving people, just don‟t ask me how.  They aren‟t 
musically talented like the Hungarians, Italians or Russians but music loving.  And therefore a 
certain addiction to pleasure goes hand in hand [with their music.]  The Burmese are big, jolly 
children…”  Endearing though these big, jolly children were, their simplicity made them easily 
swayed by the basest elements of American film—Douglas Fairbanks, the Talmadges, Matheson 
Lang, Mary Pickford; and thus what they really needed, he concluded, was German educational 
films, “whether with English text or with English and Burmese.”  Because the Burmese were, he 
decided, more susceptible to suggestion through film, they would proportionally benefit from a 
higher quality of film with a more educationally productive subject.  Conversely, Burma could 
stand as an ideal location for the production of educational films to be shown in Europe.  The 
correspondent lamented the fact that so few Europeans knew from where their food came; 
making documentary and educational films about coffee and tea plantations as well as the 
cultivation of sugar and rice would, he suggested, be beneficial to Europeans.  This abstract 
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relationship between Germany and Burma allowed Germans the potential to participate in the 
“civilizing system [Zivilisierungsmethode],” making films that would be shown not in movie 
theaters but in schools, clubs, institutes and other places “whose highest goal is education.”   
Thus this situation worked to justify the need for the production of German film: to act as a 
mediator between cultures.  These films could obviously benefit the viewers of educational film 
who would be enlightened through this process, but they would also attest to Germany‟s 
influence a global scale.
65
 
 The Ufa Super Educational Films that involved cinematic anthropology or travel through 
film were not limited to a single location, but visited a wide range of peoples and customs 
throughout the world.  Though these films were less about the narrative, the star quality, and the 
high production value of the feature films that also purported themselves to be in some way 
“true,” there were similarities in some of the key dimensions that suggest cinematic veracity, 
regardless of the film genre.  The first was the use of animals.  Though for feature films, animals 
were often rented from zoos, particularly the Berlin Zoo, the use of animals signaled a tie to the 
landscape and suggested—through a slight of hand or by actually tracking animals in the wild—
that viewers were seeing a real place rather than a movie set.  Indeed, Peter Zwiefel of 
Reichsfilmblatt felt that it was only the tiger and the tiger hunt which saved the expedition film 
Auf Tigerjagd in Indien (On a Tiger Hunt in India), suggesting the film was “boring” “lacking 
tempo” and “not interesting or stimulating enough,” until it came to the actual tiger hunt, which 
redeemed the film because “thank God, everything takes place without direction, without 
coaching from an advisory board.”  Reality as evidenced by fluidity, a seeming lack of direction, 
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and the “ferociousness of the creature” was what made “the best culture films of our times.”66   
The Ufa documentary “A Jungle Round Up” involved “Brazilian Cowboys on the hunt for 
crocodiles discover the nest of one of these reptiles the hunters achieve their aim—over two 
thousand crocodiles are killed for their hides.  A boa constrictor discovered coiled in the roots of 
a tree is captured with unbelievable skill.  High in the tree tops a sloth is noticed.  One of the 
party, climbing native-fashion, secures this creature too.”67  This was not simply an illustration 
of man‟s dominance over nature, but also man‟s mastery over technology that allowed viewers to 
see real animals to be hunted by real hunters.  Seeing exotic animals in their native habitats 
affirmed the idea that the rest of the film experience was equally true, while watching the 
animals being hunted tapped into a narrative trope in which the natural world could be overcome 
through cinema. 
 Some of the segments in this series were set in Europe, covering topics like daily life in 
“Bella Napoli” and “Rumania: Lumbering and Farming in the Balkans.”   Yet often descriptions 
of nature and the natural landscape, particularly animals, carried over into depictions of native 
peoples.  In addition to taking an explicitly colonial perspective, these images also made the 
divisions between races a marker of truthfulness in film.  Within the context of this series, this 
was especially effective when contrasting Black and White Africa.  In “African Adventure” the 
viewer learned that on “A Visit to the Native Village”  he would see “an expedition to the 
vicinity of Kilimanjaro, the highest peak in Africa—the start from the coast by train—the 
landscape and the animals visible from the windows.  Arrival at a native village—engaging 
native carriers—the start of the second lap of the journey.  Coming upon a starving village, the 
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guns of the white man save the inhabitants.”  The transition from the landscape to the animals to 
the native peoples to the white man‟s burden was almost seamless.   
 In “The Disappearing Jungle: the White Man‟s Transformation of Africa” the viewer was 
promised:   
 
 In impressive contrast there is presented, first, the Africa of the early explorers and  
 second, the Africa of today.  As a result many well established illusions are destroyed.  
 The Jungle—thick growing trees and vines—snakes wild animals—hidden lakes, hills—
 native villages, tribal dances—the Africa which is far nearer a thing of the past than is  
 realized.  Natives clearing the land—irrigation—plantations and mills—the Africa the 
 White Man is rapidly creating.  The animals?  The camera discovers a great number—
 and then discloses that they are all in a game preserve!
68
   
 
Thus in this film, the animals and the native peoples were not only meant to set up the 
truthfulness of the Africa that once was but also the Africa that is today.  At the same time, 
disillusionment was intended at a variety of levels.  The film revealed that seeing animals may 
not necessarily suggest a natural landscape, but rather than one manipulated by man; it also 
suggested that Africa was not inevitably a natural landscape rather than one being forcibly 
cultivated by European agriculture. However, the disillusionment, letting the viewer in on 
cinematic secrets like the animals and the contrast between “Black” and “White” Africa, was 
meant to reinforce the reality of this film; even as it exposed the assumptions of the viewers and 
showed them a different world, it confided in them that this was the world that was “true.”   By 
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letting the viewer in on the secrets—the illusions as well as the reality—the filmmakers were 
inviting viewers to be an integral part of the experience.  This Africa may have been idealized, 
but it was idealized differently than previous characterizations, and this novelty meant the viewer 
was part of a privileged group who could comprehend its true nature. 
 Yet, even as these types of films introduced a new kind of cinematic reality, they also 
reinforced another form of cinematic fantasy: that the domination of the natural world, especially 
when recorded on film, offered viewers and filmmakers alike the opportunity to participate in the 
next great frontier.  Cinema and cinematic technology allowed for an opportunity to explore the 
world to a far greater extent than ever possible, allowing all viewers of the film in on the triumph 
of the exploration.  Because it worked as documentation of the battle between Europeans and the 
untamed landscape, the film itself acted as a testament to the bravery, poise and resourcefulness 
of the explorer, implicitly including the viewers.  The camera distributed the triumph of 
exploration to all travelers, both real and vicarious.   
 This became even more significant as the conditions under which documentary films 
were made became more extreme.  The key dimension to the German “Nanga Parbat” expedition 
and its ensuing documentary film, in which nine Germans climbed (although did not summit) the 
8,125-meter Himalayan mountain Nanga Parbat, was not simply that this was a feat of physical 
skill, but rather that it was a demonstration of technical prowess: climbing the mountain 
implicitly involved greater renown for Germany as a nation and explicitly involved battling the 
elements, but the having the technical sophistication to record this adventure was, the makers 
would have audiences believe, both new and distinctly German—a triumph of “the entire 
German nation.”  The guide for this expedition, who was not mentioned in the press release for 
the film, was British, and one may assume that all of the pack carriers, also conspicuously absent 
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from any discussion of the expedition or its filming, were local, but the distinctly German 
element was the recording of the “struggle against nature:” “It is one of the greatest wonders of 
technology of our time that through this struggle one can witness step by step through film this 
battle against the Himalayas.”   Furthermore, because it was so dangerous to climb Nanga Parbat, 
they tested all the equipment thoroughly before setting off and the bulk and sensitivity of the film 
equipment quickly became an issue of contention between the Germans and the guide.  Thus “we 
must be extremely grateful to Karl Wien that he was able to keep a camera in his hand in spite of 
all the impediments, acting as a loyal eyewitness and reporter in recording this reality.”69  Not 
only did the camera in this situation serve as a means of conveying of the “truth” of the 
expedition, allowing ordinary people to see the extreme conditions of the Himalayas, but it also 
bore witness to the technical superiority of German equipment; Germans not only climbed the 
mountain, but also documented and distributed it. 
 In his assessment of “Nanga Parbat,” Fritz Bechtold suggested that there were two 
significant things about the film.  The first was that the success of the Himalaya film precipitated 
the idea of creating another film along the same principles, Das Grosse Eis (The Great Ice), 
which also pitted man against nature, documenting the struggle on film: in this case against the 
extreme cold of Greenland.   Having conquered altitude, one must search for ever bleaker and 
less habitable landscapes to record.  He also suggested that freed from the constraints of feature 
films, the focus in this sort of documentary must be “the smallest details” the rendering of which 
must be “truly honest and true to life.”  Thus, he reiterated the idea that whether one was in the 
Himalayas or in Greenland or in Africa, what the camera captured was “true” and it was this 
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veracity as well as the extreme nature of the location that set these films apart from other genres.  
Bechtold also alluded to the colonial context in which these films were inevitably produced, 
mentioning Scott, Mallory, and Irvine, whose conquests of nature became feathers in the cap of 
the entire British Empire.  Alfred Wegener‟s Greenland film illustrated that there was a parallel 
potential for success by Germans: mastering the landscape and thus appropriating it for the 
greater glory of the nation and for taking this success a step further by not only surviving harsh 
landscapes but also capturing that success on film.
70
 
 This sentiment came through even in discussions of ethnographic films, in which the 
focus was not simply the landscape—in images of the “Nanga Parbat” expedition all people 
except the German adventurers are noticeably absent—but also on obscure, foreign peoples and 
cultures.  Rob Ewaleit of Das Bildwart stated of the widely publicized ethnographic film Om 
mani padme hum, made by Dr. Wilhelm Filchner during his time in Tibet, “We have in this a 
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great educational film [Lehr-Grossfilm] that will be the envy of the whole world, an educational 
film that gives endlessly to science—not a film like „Chang‟ with the „wild‟ elephant without any 
tusks,” thus reiterating that the benefit of a film like this can only be measured in its “reality.”  
His assessment implied that there were films that failed to live up to this standard, and what is 
more, it was possible to measure the truthfulness of a film by confronting the ferocity of the 
landscape, the inscrutability of the people and their customs and the wildness of the animals.  
Furthermore, the successful execution of this film was not only a tribute to Filchner‟s 
commitment to science, but also a testament to German documentary film as a whole.  He made 
this point even more explicit when he stated, “let us be grateful that this was made by a German, 
one of our best,” making this a national competition to photograph the most obscure peoples and 
places.
71
 
 India was not alone in being the subject of ethnographic and educational films.  Indeed, 
India did not fit the model of remote inaccessibility compared to Greenland, Antarctica, and parts 
of Africa.  However, India did have a great deal to offer filmmakers—including the potential to 
make both geographic and ethnographic films.  Like Keyserling‟s account, many of the travel 
films made in India were parts of larger global travelogues, notably Ellen Richter‟s series “The 
Flight Around the Globe,” and her “India-Europe” segment that was filmed in Bombay, and 
Colin Ross‟s piece “Colin Ross: with a crankcase around the world” based on his book Today in 
India that “introduces a seething world” including “a geographic and geopolitical account.”72  
Other films, like “Der Film vom Everest” (“the film from Everest”), documented not only the 
extreme conditions of the Himalayas but also the quasi-ethnographic potential inherent in these 
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projects.  These films provided the chance to look at the “highest and dirtiest city in the world” 
as well as the Lamas, who were “not only priests and mendicants, but also warriors and fortune 
tellers.”73  India had the superlative geographic features to make it alluring to adventurers, but it 
also had the diversity of subjects to support a wide variety of new experiences through film.   
 India also worked as an exotic place that had the technological and cultural 
infrastructure to support the construction of films.  Films like Bob Stoll and Henry Stuart‟s Nuri 
der Elephant (Nuri the Elephant) capitalized on India‟s wildlife, in looking for a means to 
convey a compelling story—in this case the lives and livelihoods of villagers in Mysore.  Like 
many of the educational films of the 1920s, Nuri was an attempt to show the “real India,” 
particularly the “common people,” and thus “we see them eating their rice in their dark 
dwellings, we see them at the fair watching the fakirs, we see them in their religious devotion.”  
However, it was the elephant, Nuri, who stole the show.  Nuri, like many animals used in films 
set in India, was borrowed from local collectors, in this case from the estate of the Maharaja of 
Mysore. Though not actually wild, Nuri “is really the wise, kindly, funny, intelligent elephant of 
the picture books.”  Yet despite the anthropomorphized hero‟s charming and timely intervention 
in the plot, breaking down tree trunks, carrying logs, acting as a cradle for the master‟s baby, 
saving the same baby from a monkey, and rescuing the heroine Krishna from the evil merchant, 
Nuri was nevertheless billed as “the real face of India” revealing “new phases of Indian life.”74  
Clearly the filmmakers did not have to go to India to find domesticated animals—even elephants.  
However, they were able to use resources like the animals that were already present to tell a 
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semi-ethnographic story about Indian villagers while the animals offered a bid of authenticity as 
well as comic relief.  And while this could have taken place in a variety of locations, India—
working hard over the course of the 1920s to establish its own national industry—worked well in 
pulling together the strands of isolated villagers, well trained but seemingly exotic animals, and a 
modern film infrastructure for shooting, preserving and distributing film.  
 Immediately following the war, Germans attempted to find their place in the new world 
order through cinema.  This endeavor allowed them to build on earlier intellectual work—
travelogues and other writings from before the war—even as filmmakers embraced the 
innovation of the new genre.  Both feature and documentary film provided German spectators 
with the opportunity to engage in cinematic travel, and thus to individually and collectively 
assert their place in a wider world.  All the while, filmmakers created both visual and narrative 
tropes that illustrated a world bound by largely fantastic conventions.  These films not only 
provided entertainment, but also allowed for Germans to grapple collectively with the collapse of 
time, space and national distinction: to engage in international conversations about the modern 
condition, what terms like “civilized” and “educated” truly meant, and how hierarchies based on 
race, religion, and gender must be rethought in the wake of the war.  Much of the cinema of the 
immediate post-war period was fantasy—even, as in the case of Nuri, the documentary film—but 
this fantasy allowed Germans the opportunity to participate in the creation and distribution of 
knowledge, to engage in new experiences, and ultimately, to form real relationships with the rest 
of the world.    
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Toward German-Indian Cinematic Collaboration 
German-Indian intellectual interaction long preceded the 1920s.  Scholars like Walter Leifer and 
Friedrich Wilhelm begin their accounts of German interaction with India in medieval Germany, 
citing parallels between German folktales and motifs from Indian mythology, for example 
Rudolph von Ems‟s “Barlaam and Josaphat” as an adaptation of the Buddha legend.  Indology as 
a discipline began to coalesce in Germany at the end of the eighteenth century, and the number 
German philosophers, writers, and scholars who were invested in the study of India increased 
over the course of the nineteenth century, Max Müller and his work in philology and religious 
studies foremost among them.
 1
  In the twentieth century India inspired a great deal of literary 
attention, ranging from the Indian poems of Rainer Maria Rilke and Hugo von Hofmannsthal to 
Franz Werfel‟s Vedānta-inspired play, Spiegelmensch.  Films focusing on India or using India as 
a setting were widely viewed even before the end of World War I, often fantasizing India as the 
home of harems and larger-than-life Maharajas, of excess and exoticism, rather than as the home 
of ancient spirituality and ascetic tradition.  Yet, even as visions of India as an Oriental fairytale 
land—or as a place of religious and linguistic genesis of equally mythic proportions—circulated 
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through literature and popular film, Germans, especially those in the  film industry, began to take 
a more pragmatic look at India.   
 What India meant to the German film industry was fluid, as competing assessments of 
India addressed a wide range of topics.  One of the foremost concerns was what India might offer 
Germany as an export market.  Germany had been gearing its industry towards exports as early 
as 1917, and while this early “internationalism” was intended mostly for exporting within 
European markets, by the 1920s Germans were looking outside Europe as well.
2
  The success of 
the American business model also contributed to concerns over the German film industry‟s 
relationship with India, leading to considerations of what American dominance meant for both 
German and Indian cinematic ambitions.  This ultimately led both German and Indian 
filmmakers to consider the ways that they could help each other, through an exchange of ideas 
and equipment and, in a few cases, direct collaboration. Although Germans continued to 
enthusiastically consume travel literature and travel films, German-Indian collaborations helped 
shift German visions of India as a constructed space.  India did not entirely lose its spiritual, 
fantastic qualities, but as a result of cooperation in cinematic circles, there was also a discussion 
about what contemporary India had to offer Germany and how this modern society should be 
treated.   
 An extensive dialogue about Germany and its partners took place in trade journals and 
film magazines, the most significant of which were Der Kinematograph, Der Film-Kurier, Der 
Film and Der Lichtbild Bühne.   With the exception of the Der Film-Kurier, which was 
published daily, most of these periodicals were weeklies, and they addressed a variety of issues 
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pertaining to the construction, distribution and consumption of film, not just in Germany but 
throughout the world.  The authors who wrote for these periodicals, notably Willy Haas and Fritz 
Olimsky, were among the first to make their livings studying film, debating and shaping its 
significance as a cultural medium even as they took on specific films and filmmakers as their 
subjects.  These assessments were concerned not only with the national aspects of film but also 
the international issues that affected the industry as a whole, with correspondents contributing 
from around the globe, including India.
3
   These journals also provided filmmakers with the 
opportunity to speak directly to their audiences through open letters and through extended 
interviews.  These exchanges became increasingly significant as German filmmakers and 
industry experts traveled, as these venues allowed them to share their impressions of other 
markets and retain ties to German consumers at long distances.  Together these periodicals 
formed a key part of film discourse, offering not only a venue for advertisements for film and 
equipment, but also a lively intellectual debate concerning Germany‟s place in an international 
industry.   
 One of the subjects these periodicals consistently addressed was the state of the Indian 
film industry.  Over the course of the 1920s, German observers came to see India as more than 
simply a setting for exotic adventures or religious contemplation; India was a newly emerging 
modern nation with wide-reaching political and economic relevance.  Within the film industry, 
Germans came to understand that India could serve useful purposes as companies attempted to 
make their products marketable on a global scale.  German film companies relied on foreign 
exports throughout the 1920s, and India, with its vast and enthusiastic audiences, served as a 
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potentially ideal location for expanding Germany‟s portion of the foreign market.  Dealing 
directly with places like India also provided an opportunity to confront American successes in 
exporting to Germany and around the world.  Finally, German observers noted that it was not 
simply profits that were at stake in exporting to places like India, but also the status of German 
culture inside and outside of Europe.  International film consumption, cultural critics argued, 
provided a venue for Germans to reinvent themselves before the whole world, leaving aside the 
results of the war and showing diverse audiences what Germany truly meant.     
 Yet India was ultimately more than simply a desirable location to export film.  While 
Germans attempted to capitalize on the financial and cultural opportunities in exporting to India, 
the Indian industry was also in the midst of actively finding its place in the film community.  
Indians, like Germans, were concerned with the prevalence of American films and what they 
might mean to the nascent industry and to Indian culture more broadly.  Thus, even as Germans 
looked to India, key Indians began assessing Germany‟s potential in furthering their own goals in 
national film production.   
 In 1924 the Indian director Naval D. Gaudhi wrote a contribution for the Lichtbild Bühne 
describing Indian attitudes towards German film and the possibility of distributing it there.  He 
began his assessment by stating,  
 
 There is no way to exaggerate the fact that for the vast majority of Indians the concepts 
 of „Germany‟ and „German‟ represent something somewhat superhuman.  Before the war 
 one [living] in the distant East knew of Germany only in that the products that were 
 produced there were cheap and good.  During the war the soldiers fighting in France 
 sustained the impression that the people against whom they were fighting were an 
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 immensely formidable fighting people.  Directly after the end of the war there began an 
 extremely intense inquiry after German products and two years after the peace agreement 
 there was in effect yet again a permanent inflow of German goods into India.   
 
This larger-than-life reputation pertained to the film industry as well.  While he acknowledged 
that Americans indisputably dominated the Indian market, German films would fit the cultural 
milieu of India if “someone went through the trouble of making an accurate translation,” 
concluding that “the German film companies have unbelievably favorable prospects in the Indian 
market.”4  German film—like other German products—had the reputation of being inexpensive, 
well made, and suited to Indian needs, making the Germans a useful ally for Indian film 
producers who were trying to unseat American control over film in India.  Furthermore, as 
illustrated by the Lichtbild Bühne’s interest in Gaudhi and other Indian filmmakers, this situation 
served German ambitions as well, as they looked to expand beyond Europe.    
 Thus, rather than simply finding an export market that would generate profits, German-
Indian interaction resulted in a series of partnerships that allowed Germans and Indians to benefit 
through their associations. Germans offered Indians technology, training, and ultimately a means 
of highlighting certain cinematic achievements on an international scale.  For Germans, India 
provided positive international recognition, the potential to circumvent American dominance, 
and a means to enter the global community through film.  Germans continued to engage in 
cinematic travel, using India as a place for exploration and discovery.  However, creating and 
sustaining international ties required more than the consumption of images; it also required their 
production and distribution, processes that were sometimes simplified through cooperation. 
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 The idea of India as a fairytale land remained as German filmmakers continued to address 
India as a cinematic subject over the course of the 1920s.  However, both Germans and Indians 
came to understand that there could be more to their interactions than cinematic fantasies or 
philosophical novelties.  Collaboration between Germany and India offered potential benefits to 
both Germans and Indians, as Germans looked for a way to remain an integral part of 
international cultural arenas and Indians looked to improve their own national industry with 
resources that came with fewer colonial obligations and cultural compromises.  There was no 
single unified voice on this connection on either the German or the Indian end, but in localized 
cases this mutual interest led to reciprocal travel and ultimately to genuine collaboration.   
 
The International Film Market in India 
The transition from viewing India as an Oriental paradise to viewing it as a more sophisticated, 
contemporary intellectual partner was obviously gradual, circuitous, and occasionally 
contradictory.  Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Germany continued to look for international 
markets that it could dominate and ultimately monopolize through its film, and India continued 
to be one of several prospective locations, despite a profound lack of success in selling German 
film there.  As early as 1922 German film companies understood that in order to generate profits, 
they could not rely solely on domestic sales.  High production costs and Germany‟s constrictive 
tax structure meant that if film companies wanted to recoup their expenses and continue to sell 
affordable tickets in Germany, they needed foreign markets.
5
  However, while German 
companies were far more successful in turning profits from exporting to South America and 
                                                 
5
 Kristen Thompson, Exporting Entertainment: America in the World Film Market 1907-34 
(London: BFI Publishing, 1985), 105.   
  
98 
 
Eastern Europe than India, Germans remained persistent in their forays into the Indian market.  
This was not simply a result of the potential—if elusive—profits that could be made selling 
tickets to Indian audiences.  Germans‟ long fascination with India as a place of religious genesis 
and Oriental fantasy also contributed to their sustained interest in India.  Yet, American 
successes in exporting to both Germany and India also played a part, as both German and Indian 
observers sought to understand what it meant to have Hollywood at the heart of international 
cultural production.   
 Economically, India could offer Germany a huge boost if German companies could find a 
way to dislodge American control, but the cultural stakes were even higher, for they involved the 
impact film had on local sensibilities and who produced the ideas and values that were 
distributed around the world.   These questions were obviously crucial to the success of any 
national film industry, but they were also at the heart of German postwar recovery. Indeed, in 
1921, Franz Osten, who, only four years later would travel to India to collaborate with Indian 
filmmakers, explicitly called for a rejuvenation of German culture beleaguered by the war and 
under attack by American imports. This could be achieved, he believed, through German film 
and by the consolidation of Germany‟s position “in the international film market.”6  For Osten 
and many others like him, the strength of the nation was directly tied to German film. 
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 The earliest films in India, as in most countries, were strikingly cosmopolitan and began 
on July 7, 1896 with the exhibition of the work of the Lumière brothers.  Over the next decade, 
imports from the United States, England, Denmark, France and Germany competed for portions 
of the Indian market.  Distributing to India was relatively inexpensive, largely because agencies 
shipped second-hand films in bulk without “taking into consideration the specific needs and 
wishes of the audience.”7  And while Dadasaheb Phalke began catering to local tastes more 
precisely, using a cart to transport his projector around the countryside to show his films which 
were largely drawn from Hindu mythology, even in its earliest years Indian cinema had trouble 
competing with the volume of foreign imports.
8
   The First World War disrupted film production 
in Britain, France and Italy and isolated production in Germany.  As a result, exporting to India 
which had been fairly evenly distributed between the major film producing countries, now fell 
almost entirely on the United States.  By the end of the war, American companies like 
Paramount, Fox and Warner Brothers had bought or built enough theaters in India to effectively 
control the entire film market, accounting for 90% of the film imports in India in 1923, with the 
rest coming from France, Germany and Great Britain.  Further, by 1926, imports accounted for 
85% of the films shown in India, with local productions only accounting for 15%.
9
  This led to a 
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great deal of consternation on the part of both would-be European importers and Indian officials 
themselves, who were attempting to understand the effects of this huge influx in American films.    
 The periodical Der Kinematograph had a correspondent permanently stationed in 
Calcutta, sending regular updates regarding the state of the Indian industry and Germany‟s 
prospects in it.  Though he addressed a variety of topics in his missals, much of his attention was 
focused on the way the American industry was affecting India, particularly how the widespread 
distribution of American films led to the breakdown of racial barriers and disrupted sexual 
conventions; he wrote that “the popularity of American films in East Asia over the last four years 
has directly led to an increase in Indian-born white women being addressed on the street and 
annoyed in a way that was unthinkable five years ago.”10  Film shaped social conventions, and 
the Calcutta correspondent suggested that American film undermined the fundamental tenets of 
society itself, necessitating European cultural revival.   
 However, the Calcutta correspondent also came to understand that there was more to this 
process than simply increased European exports to India.  Unsurprisingly, the Kinematograph’s 
Calcutta correspondent—and by extension the Kinematograph itself through the early years of 
the 1920s—found the interplay between American films and Indian audiences unfortunate, 
noting rather morosely that there was definitely a disconnect between what European and 
American film companies were showing and what Indian audiences were willing to accept.  In 
citing A Royal Divorce, a film about Napoleon and Josephine, he suggested that, particularly in 
Calcutta, the theaters were sparsely populated, a reflection of “the taste of the Calcutta public.”  
Further, he stated, “I know of no other city where all that is frivolous, stupid, raw and ambiguous 
has such appeal as in Calcutta.”  Thus he turned to the example of “Hamlet,” which, he noted, a 
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British audience “would very happily see because they learned about it in grade school,” but 
because the film was so long and because there was a cultural disconnect, the theaters in India 
were about three-quarters empty.  The few that came were members of Calcutta‟s elite.  On the 
other hand, he noted that when Charlie Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, Fatty Arbuckle or sports films 
were shown, “there isn‟t a seat to be had in the theaters.” 11   
 This logically extended to assessments of German film in India: a recently shown 
German production of Hamlet with Asta Nielson in the title role, illustrated that despite a 
brilliant performance on her part, the film was not enough to satisfy Indian audiences, both 
because of the literary subject and because of the gender confusion of Nielson as Hamlet—
which, the Calcutta correspondent believed, annoyed Indian audiences a great deal.  Despite the 
Calcutta correspondent‟s frustration, it became increasingly obvious that the repeated endeavors 
to show films of this nature illustrated the deliberate and sustained ignorance of the mechanics of 
the Indian film industry: local interest would always trump previous success of a film in Europe, 
and quality and innovation would never be as significant in selling films as audiences‟ familiarity 
with the films, stars and productions companies.  These divergent priorities were further 
illustrated in a later dispatch from the Kinematograph’s Calcutta correspondent, who lamented 
the dullness of the Indian film scene and the fact that there was no money for new European 
material.  As evidence of this trend, he noted that the Empire Theater temporarily suspended its 
cinema and brought in an opera troupe instead; that the Cornwallis-Theater brought in an old 
Tom Mix film, which, while a favorite, provided nothing more than three hours of “Tommy” on 
an unsaddled horse followed by cowboys; and that the Elphinstone Palace showed a re-run of Dr. 
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Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, to which the correspondent finally, frantically asked, “who in India hasn‟t 
already seen it and also read the book? Who, I ask you?”12    
 Despite the correspondent‟s obvious distaste for “immoral” and otherwise vapid films, he 
also unwittingly suggested that the ways in which audiences‟ distaste for European literature, 
which largely benefited American productions, could also promote individual German 
endeavors: for example Erich von Stroheim‟s Foolish Wives was reasonably successful in India, 
as was his Merry-Go-Round.  Stroheim, who came to work in the United States in 1914, was 
among the first German filmmakers in Hollywood, and he and his protégé Ernst Lubitsch, who 
came to the United States in 1921, belonged to the avant-garde of German film. The 
correspondent disparaged films with plebian subjects, but the successful execution of these more 
cosmopolitan films required a cultural flexibility that key Germans, like Stroheim, were already 
demonstrating as they worked abroad.   Although the correspondent‟s conclusion was that the 
most successful films in India were those with “dumb American subjects” such as Broadway 
Rose, The Darling of New York and The World Madonna, his assessment attests to a growing 
trend in German film: Germans working successfully abroad, making films for multiple markets.  
However, particularly when one was wedded to the idea of a high culture cinema—in India even 
more so than in Europe—cinema was a struggle: “struggle of the audiences, struggle of the 
theater owners, struggle of the soul.”13 
 It was not simply the souls of the Indian audiences that were at stake, but also those of 
Anglo-Indians who now relied on cinema as the only window into the European world.  The 
correspondent lamented the fact that “Indian-born Englishmen are better acquainted with the 
                                                 
12
 “Filmbriefe aus Indien,” Kinematograph 19, no. 933 (1925 ): 13. 
13
 “Film-Brief aus Indien,” Kinematograph 18, no. 917 (1924): 13. 
  
103 
 
alien streets, the traffic modes, and the exteriors of American metropolises than with those of 
England, especially of London.”14  This was more than just and expression of Anglophilia or 
even an argument against America‟s dominance of the international film industry, although he 
did express his discontent with block-selling, contracts between Indian theater owners and 
American film companies which stated that specific theaters must buy the company‟s films in 
bulk to the exclusion of other—European or native Indian—companies.   What he found most 
alarming in conclusion was that “all these films were naturally shown in America and, although 
perhaps not intended, act as propaganda for the United States.” 15   
 The correspondent pointed out that film could be used as a substitute for travel and that 
audiences used film as a means of learning about different places, ultimately affecting their own 
conception of reality.  Many of the prominent German writers on early film, including several 
members of the Frankfurt School as well as Siegfried Kracauer had a similar concern.   In 
theorizing the effects of film on society, these scholars ultimately agreed with the Calcutta 
correspondent that film both reflected and affected the reality of the society viewing it.  Kracauer 
wrote: “[f]ilms are the mirror of the prevailing society,” and further, “[f]ilm must reflect society 
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whether it wants to or not.”16  Theodore Adorno put it slightly differently: “among its functions, 
film provides models for collective behavior is not just an additional imposition of ideology.  
Such collectivity rather inheres in the innermost elements of film.  The movements which film 
presents are mimetic impulses which, prior to all content and meaning, incite the viewers and 
listeners to fall into step as if in a parade.”17  German critics‟ real concern with American film in 
India—or indeed, American film in Germany—was that in reflecting the prevailing, dominant 
society, it was American society that triumphed in cinematic circles around the globe.   
 While Kracauer and his friends in the Frankfurt School were concerned about the moral 
degeneration of Germany‟s populace under the impact of American consumerism, film as it 
pertained to India illustrated a subtler point about the responsibility of filmmakers and 
distributers as purveyors of windows onto the outside world.  The real shame, according to both 
German and Anglo-Indian sources, was that, “the highly charged American civilization that is 
born and displayed through film” was a “false picture of the civilization of the West.”18  What 
was at stake when one could travel through film was not simply morality, but a definition of 
home.  Indian-born Britons were feared to identify with New York over London, putting the 
responsibility for maintaining affection to one‟s homeland in the hands of Hollywood 
businessmen rather than responsible colonial agents.  This was of course highly idealized, as 
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information, personnel, images and techniques were transferred throughout the globe and used in 
a variety of national contexts, but this mentality reflected the idea that the audience as well as the 
raw materials traveled through film—and in so doing defined themselves through what they saw. 
 Though, as I will continue to suggest later, there was a measure of reciprocity in the 
relationship between the German and Indian film industries, it was for this socio-cultural reason 
as well as financial reasons that Germany would happily have exported its films to India if it had 
been possible.  Germans saw—both in India and at home in Germany—how the American film 
industry was able to convey an idea of universality to American culture: that American stars, 
American scenes and American stories were able to become normative through their volume and 
wide distribution.   Germans would have happily assumed this role, and indeed in the postwar 
period, in which they felt excluded from international political arenas, the stakes for cultural 
influence became even higher.   
 By 1924, German observers estimated that 2,500,000 feet of American film had been 
imported to India in the previous six months; in response, by 1925 the British colonial authorities 
had passed legislation to require theaters to show at least 1,000 feet of British film.
 19
   The fact 
that the industry needed to be regulated—and that it was done so in favor of the British—
suggested that it was not the popularity of British film in India but rather the need to defend it 
from American imports that made it a part of the Indian markets, a fact not lost on German 
observers. Germans believed that, though the Americans undeniably dominated Indian markets, 
there was a cultural niche—a need for European films in India—that the British were only filling 
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through stopgap measures.  Exporting German film to India had the duel potential to strengthen 
the German film industry and to assert the international relevance of German culture.  
 In 1926 Der Kinematograph published a report on film in England and its colonies.  A 
Dr. Jason offered up comparative statistics not only between England‟s film capacity and India‟s 
but also Germany‟s, suggesting that England‟s 4,130 film theaters with 2,000,000 seats for a 
theater density of 11,000 and a per capita seating capacity of 22, paled in comparison to 
Germany‟s theater density of 17,000 and seating capacity of 48.  Britain‟s colonies, he estimated, 
held only 300 theaters, or “fewer than Berlin.”  As for India and its vast, diverse population, its 
dizzying number of metropolitan areas spread throughout a seemingly limitless geographic area 
and its limited local industry led the Kinematograph to conclude “there is in this fairy tale land 
such enormous developmental opportunities for the film industry that even the English call it „a 
land of unexploited opportunities.‟”  Though Jason stopped short of explicitly suggesting that the 
German industry should step in to fill this missed British opportunity, the implication was that 
Germany, which had more theaters in its capital than the entire Empire, was uniquely poised to 
engage with the distribution of European material to Indian theaters—and was indeed better 
suited than the British themselves.
20
   
 As early as 1922 German film companies were beginning to look towards India as a new 
film market: both as a potential place of export but also—tellingly—a potential competitor.  Der 
Film published a remarkably realistic appraisal of the Indian film industry in 1922 laying out the 
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potential inherent in India, and the numbers of theaters in Bombay and Calcutta that were 
overflowing on the weekends with people clamoring to see American films.  However, the article 
also pointed out some of the potential obstacles that would need to be overcome to make India a 
profitable place of export for Germany.
21
  One of these obstacles was the amusement tax, which 
Der Film found in some cases to be prohibitively high—and the 20-25% import duties which 
meant the local authorities were making a great deal in allowing foreign films to be imported.  
This also suggested to the author that, though there remained the idea that American films (and 
one would also assume to a lesser degree European) would inevitably flood the Indian market, 
there was some local control over which films were shown and to what degree they could be 
distributed—and in the process that local economies could profit from the transnational nature of 
film.  Another potential complication was India‟s strict censorship regulations, which in addition 
to differing moral sensibilities also included some colonial dimensions; the author provided the 
example of one of Metro‟s recent films, suggesting it was rejected because it depicted British 
involvement in a negative light.   Finally, the piece also noted the upswing in domestic film 
production: Madan Film Theaters, which was successfully producing films with local resonance, 
and Star Films and the Anglo-Burma Film Company, which had both been extremely successful 
in attracting local capital investment.  Taken together these caveats as to the fortune to be made 
in India suggested any potential German exports to India were dictated not only by German 
means or will but by local, domestic customs and the needs of the Indian industry itself. 
 In early 1923 the Film-Kurier published an article confirming many of these ideas.  
Based on information from the Berlin-based Arthur Reuter Firm and the export representative in 
India they loaned to the Film Kurier to provide his opinions on some of the issues pertaining to 
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German film in India, the article explained the primary mistake the German film companies were 
making in the international market, particularly in India: they were pricing themselves out of it.
22
  
The German industry failed to understand that simply because a film was appealing to a public 
did not mean they could demand any price for it.  He stated, “[t]he German film industry seems 
to be entirely uninterested in being oriented towards the prices that one actually pays for films 
here [in India]; otherwise it couldn‟t possibly make such fantastic demands.”  To put things in 
context, he considered British and American films that were brought to India.  The films were 
usually a few years old: a six-year-old film brought to India could expect to have reasonable 
success if it had already attained a certain level of popularity in its first run in Europe or 
America.  But—and this was the crucial issue—a film that originally sold for a licensing fee of 
£500 could expect less than half that amount in India: and that was for the “super films” that 
were produced by well established companies, featuring well-known actors in their leading roles.  
Smaller American features could only reasonably expect to pull in £120, but could probably sell 
out their opening nights, especially if they had someone memorable in them since he believed 
Indian audiences had a long memory for stars.  But even with this memory and enthusiasm for 
film, the price scale was drastically reduced.  British films sold for even less—usually about 
eighty pounds.  New films, which required a great deal of costly advertisement that the theater 
owners were not willing to take on themselves, were much more problematic.  To be successful, 
he concluded, one must understand that the Indian public had a profound mistrust for the new 
and that the only way to break into this public was to advertise heavily, which was obviously 
expensive and required a substantial and sustained commitment.   
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 This was even more relevant for the Germans, who would have to make more of a 
commitment, for their production firms and stars were even less well known in India.  If the idea 
of German film in India was to work, it would require an expensive investment in advertising 
that would have to be borne by the manufacturers or the banks financing the films, for theater 
owners were not going to want to take on the risk.  The other issue was that because India was so 
large, an advertising campaign in Calcutta was not going to have a radius large enough to 
overlap with other major metropolitan areas, necessitating another (also costly) campaign in 
Bombay and other major cities.  The film representative did not rule out the possibility of 
German success in India, but he did believe that German companies should enter into that sort of 
arrangement with the proper mentality and awareness of the costs.  Thus he suggested that for 
German films to be successful, it was insignificant whether they were selling new films or 
second-runs or even whether the films were good or bad: it really only mattered if they were 
cheap (fifteen pounds for the licensing fee and nine for a copy of the film) and well advertised.  
He even suggested that it would not matter if there were a particularly well translated, correctly 
spelled or grammatically accurate English version of the title, since the English spoken in India 
was “not the same as that spoken in England, Scotland or America.”  He concluded by stating: 
“[o]nly if large German firms come together jointly taking on the project of first and foremost 
making their products well known, if they can revise their prices and more importantly their 
payment conditions, then perhaps they can look to a very large business. For in artistic 
considerations, the German film could very certainly exist here vis-à-vis every other 
competition!”  This pragmatic assessment is significant because, though there was optimism for 
German prospects, the film representative was urging a reorientation of priorities, largely 
divorcing the artistic from the economic.  The artistic dimensions to German film were not 
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irrelevant in India, but there were other issues at stake that could not be idealized away.  This 
assessment was about money and with that in mind, the observer was urging Germans to 
consider India for what it was: a distinctive culture with differently executed film customs.  
Success in this case required engaging with Indian priorities, even when they differed from 
European ones. 
 The Cairo-based prospector, M. Ventura even suggested that Germans would have a 
slight advantage over French or Italians in the urban markets of Calcutta, Bombay, Ahmadabad, 
and Karachi because there was the potential for the Germans to compete with Americans in the 
elements of film export that were important to success in India:  Germans could provide well 
known and well established products as well as companies, films and actors that Indian theater 
owners would recognize.  The key to successfully exporting to India was that “the seller of film 
must go to the city and location,” acquainting himself with local taste and custom.  Ventura‟s 
assessment stated that it was not enough to have films that were “true” to Europeans but rather it 
was necessary to have those that also resonated with the reality of the audiences viewing the 
films.
23
  This was a priority that Dadasaheb Phalke undertook in making Indian films for Indian 
audiences as early as 1912 and various other Indian filmmakers would take up over the course of 
the 1920s, but it became increasingly obvious to German observers that they would have to 
accept it as well.  
 There was also a current visible in German film circles that was drawn to India on its 
own merits, attempting to understand how the Indian industry functioned in itself as opposed to 
merely how its structure could benefit German companies.  By 1929 Walter Kirchheim, a regular 
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contributor to the Film Kurier, was suggesting that “in many respects the Indians were in no way 
inferior to sunny California,” and further that the Indian industry had many distinctive qualities 
including a large pool of talented actors from which to draw—even if the work that they did was 
culturally different from Western films and therefore largely incomprehensible to American and 
European audiences.  Kirchheim was acknowledging that, despite differing social and cultural 
conventions that distinguished Indian film production from films made in Europe or the United 
States, there was nevertheless a wealth of talent and resources that allowed the Indian film 
industry to function successfully.  Yet what truly distinguished Kirchheim‟s account was that he 
was attempting to understand not just Indian film, but Indian society on its own terms.  He 
reminded his readers that of roughly 320 million inhabitants, about 220 million were Hindus, 60 
million Muslims, 20 million Buddhists and the rest Sikhs, Parsees and Christians and that much 
of India‟s political turmoil stemmed from these divisions.  Not only was this a remarkably 
realistic and detailed vision of India‟s contemporary political climate, but Kirchheim attempted 
to link this directly to the film industry, stating “such difficulties can miss influencing no branch 
of the economy” including film.24  Kirchheim concluded by suggesting that despite all it had 
going for it, India‟s own cinematic outlook was bleak, not just because of internal political and 
religious differences but  because Indian producers like B. F. Madan were following American 
models, controlling not only production but also distribution through wide ownership of local 
theaters.   Kirchheim believed that there may yet be potential for German film in India, but he set 
it against a backdrop of struggle not just against the United States, but for the existence of the 
Indian industry (and indeed nation) itself.  Kirchheim allowed the political, the cultural, and the 
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economic to converge because he understood that all these factors played a part in whatever role 
Germany may come to have in India.   
 There was a measure of optimism about the position of the Indian film industry in itself 
and vis-à-vis Europe.  The Film Kurier, while acknowledging religious, cultural and especially 
linguistic difference throughout India that created a situation in which “not every Indian film 
works for every Indian” nevertheless asserted that Indian national film had a great deal of 
potential.  Indian film had a long history dating back to 1913 and the work of Dadasaheb Pfalke 
in creating Pfalke Films, a rich Hindu mythological tradition that could provide the backbone of 
countless film stories with local resonance, and a contemporary infrastructure of film producers 
and companies, largely centered in and around Bombay.   On average these Indian film 
companies were producing about 15 films a year, which counted together, meant that they were 
out-producing even the British—totaling more than 155 for the year 1927 as opposed to 48 
British films in 1927 and only 26 in 1926.   Thus what the Film Kurier proposed as a means of 
tapping into these resources, despite audiences and theaters that it acknowledged were fraught 
with regional peculiarities, was “Indian-European collaboration” which would not only allow 
Germans to work with and in India but which, according to Sir Atal Chatterjee, would allow the 
production of Indian films which “are so necessary to the Indians as an instrument of culture.”25  
Collaboration became a more viable alternative than subordinating the Indian market to German 
needs because the Indians themselves, particularly in furthering their own national-cinematic 
ambitions, saw direct benefits in working with Germany. 
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German-Indian Industrial Cooperation 
Over the course of the 1920s, India was attempting to establish not only political priorities but 
also an independent, national film industry, which required establishing networks to learn film 
techniques and technology.  Although there were only a few dozen German films exported to 
India in the 1920s (a relatively insignificant number compared to the hundreds of American films 
in India), Germany offered India a film partner allowing it to capitalize on training opportunities 
that were cheaper and simpler than those offered by the Americans or the British.  At the same 
time, Indian interest in German film allowed Germany the opportunity to influence international 
cinematic trends, ensuring that their aesthetics and technology remained globally relevant, even 
as industries like India‟s otherwise sought greater independence from Western Europe and the 
United States.   
 This partnership was made possible by the rapid expansion success of the Indian industry, 
which went to great lengths to insure its independence and its cultural autonomy.  In 1919 the 
Indian filmmaker Himansu Rai took up the subject of Indian national film in an article published 
as an Ufa feuilleton, declaring that he believed the Indian industry could successfully compete 
with foreign imports.  Despite Western film‟s higher technical and production values and their 
greater distribution resources, Indian filmmakers could best appeal to their own audiences 
because they embodied a distinct sensibility fashioned by their respect and dedication to their 
own, largely Hindu, mythology and literature.  Though he believed that there was a substantial 
portion of the Indian population who were well educated and well-versed in Western literature, 
including “Homer, Goethe, Shelley or Bernard Shaw,” he believed educated Indians did not 
desire films based on these types of sources, but preferred home-grown stories.
26
  Though Rai‟s 
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confidence in a purely Indian cinema was not entirely realized—according to one estimate, by 
1927 85% of Indian theaters were showing exclusively American imports—the Indian industry, 
over the course of the 1920s, was cohesive and responsive enough to start lobbying for 
regulations to be put in place to protect domestic products. 
Founded in 1927, the Indian Cinematograph Committee was established to assert Indian 
cinematographic priorities.   It was led by the South Indian lawyer T. Rangachariar and 
composed of three British officials and three Indian representatives of the industry.  The ICC was 
ostensibly created to protect British colonial interests in India, but it ultimately ended up 
favoring censorship measures that would protect Indian morals and sensibilities, often making 
imperial priorities secondary.
27
  The Committee interviewed over three hundred Indian 
filmmakers, journalists, teachers and politicians for their perspectives regarding a variety of 
issues, including the usefulness of Indian interaction with European industries and the idea of 
Indian filmmakers training under foreign experts.  The directors from the Imperial and Sharda 
Film Companies, Bombay, suggested that because the costs of such training could be 
prohibitively high, it might be beneficial to turn to German rather than American experts: 
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 Priya Jaikumar has suggested that it was not economic but rather racial concerns that 
underpinned the formation of this committee, that the British were not interested in making 
money from film exports to India but rather were concerned with the way American film 
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and exponentially more enthusiasm for financial initiatives to foster local Indian production.  
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Q. What particular qualifications would you look forward to in an expert like that?  In  
what particular branches would you require assistance? 
A. In photography, then lighting effects and things artistic…. 
Q. You said that you cannot afford to bring out experts yourselves. When you say that, 
perhaps you have some approximate idea about the cost.  What do you think it would cost 
you or the Government to get the services of experts whose services are worth getting 
from your point of view? 
A. If they are really experts, of course, they will not come on less than Rs. 20,000 a 
month each.   
Mr Bhavnani: I think you could get cheaper German experts.   
Mr Irani: They might ask Rs. 10,000.  In America they are getting $3,500 or $4,000 a 
week.   
Q. Do you think it would be much better for the Government to send out Indians to learn 
the art abroad? 
A. Yes.
28
 
It is probably not coincidental that it was Bhavnani who first mentioned bringing in German 
experts, as he and his wife, Ram Rao, both spent time in Germany studying filmmaking, his wife 
studying cinematography under Murnau, before going on to form their own successful Indian 
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production company.
29
  Indeed, in his testimony Bhavnani and his colleague at Imperial Film, N. 
B. Desai, specifically attested to the benefits of going to Germany over England or the United 
States.  Desai stated that there were few studios in England, and they demanded a £1000 
“investment” before they would teach him; America was even more difficult, as it required 
knowing someone to get one‟s foot in the door and still paying up to £15,000 for training.  
Bhavnani had even more trouble: “I tried to get into a studio in England, and I found it very 
difficult. There was the concern called the Automatic Film Printers.  They did not care to take 
me on.  They wanted me to invest a certain sum of money and also to accept a condition that 
after I had been trained, they would send me back to India that I should organize a studio in India 
on their behalf…Evidently they did not want me, I could quite see that.  Then I went over to 
Germany, and there it was not very difficult.  I advertised for a cameraman who would take me 
up as an assistant and that I was willing to pay a premium.  I got a man who took me for £15 a 
month and he introduced me to several studios.  There I made friends and I was allowed to enter 
those studios.”30  Further, though he was never paid for his work in German studios, he was 
allowed to work with the spare cameras while they were shooting.  Bhavnani and Desai testified 
that it was not simply cheaper to work in Germany but that they were treated with more respect 
by German filmmakers, who were happy to train them without attempting to extort money or 
promises of distribution in India.   
                                                 
29
 Thus it is also not surprising that Bhavnani was the primary contact in India for German 
filmmakers who fled the Nazis, including notable exiles like Walter Kauffmann and Willy Haas 
who found work in his studios. 
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  Other filmmakers also testified about their experiences in Germany.  N. D. Gandhi of 
Orient Pictures, who discussed his training in the United States, Germany and Vienna, suggested 
that other Indians might have trouble working in Germany because it required a knowledge of  
German or French.  Yet when the Committee asked about this issue, other experts suggested that 
“they are speaking English all over Germany now.  You can get an interpreter or let the man 
learn German.  To get an interpreter costs very little.”  Others suggested that “Indian students 
generally pick up German soon.”31  The committee therefore concluded that “India needs the 
assistance of all the Western nations for learning the technique and art of the industry. Germany, 
perhaps, holds the field for technique and America the first place for organisation and excellence. 
India can ill-afford to estrange countries like Germany or America where she will have to send 
her sons and daughters for training.”32  
 Indeed Indians in a variety of film related professions worked Germany as a means of 
furthering their Indian careers: the Indian actress and producer Devika Rani became a trainee in 
the Erich Pommer unit of Ufa, an opportunity which allowed her to work with Fritz Lang and 
G.W. Pabst.  Lesser-known Indian filmmakers like Dhirendra Rath Mazumdar, V. Shanturam, N. 
                                                 
31
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G. Dewar, Y. R. Puri, and K. J. Yajnik worked in Germany long enough to become a part of the 
German cinematic discourse as well, offering up insiders‟ perspectives of the Indian industry, 
both on its own terms and as it intersected with Germany.
 33
  Germans known for their technical 
and artistic talent, especially at the individual level, made them useful to Indians who were 
interested in developing a competitive national cinema, while their lack of influence and capital 
compared to the American industry made them the frugal choice for education.  As Bhavnani and 
others testified, immersion in the German industry provided valuable insights into technology 
and film processing ultimately without compromising the authority of Indian personnel in their 
desire to make Indian films.   
 Despite his outspoken dedication to providing Indian audiences with Indian films, 
Himansu Rai also went to Germany, refining his ideas to accommodate both local production 
and transnational collaboration.  In his testimony before the ICC Rai was able to sum up this 
seeming contradiction by stating, “I am very sorry that our actors should learn their acting either 
from England or America.  Our acting must be Indian and it must come from within and not 
from outside” because “we cannot express our sentiment in the same way in which the 
Englishman would express his and if you try to imitate that you would at once spoil the whole 
thing, and it would be ridiculous and people would laugh…I am anxious that all expression that 
comes must be Indian.” Yet when collaboration came in the form of technical assistance—
lighting, camerawork, direction—it helped improve the overall quality of the films without 
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compromising their ability to speak to Indian audiences.
34
  Indians choosing to work in Germany 
provided a means of collaboration between these two industries without direct German 
investment in Indian cinema—or conversely the Indian industry spending the huge amounts it 
would cost to bring in foreign experts to work in India.  
 In 1927, Film Kurier declared India “a fertile industrial field for the German film 
industry.”  It also suggested that it was not simply Germans who wanted to work in India but 
Indians, as represented by the film engineer Dhirendra Rath Mazumdar, who were exploring 
collaborations with Germans.  Mazumdar, living in Berlin and directing his efforts towards “a 
German-Indian collaboration” expressed a careful assessment of the nature of any potential 
cooperation.  Mazumdar was not advocating that German filmmakers necessarily refashion the 
Indian industry in its own image or even that India needed Germany to help build an 
infrastructure to support production and distribution: but instead Mazumdar positioned Germans 
and Indians together vis-à-vis the Americans and to a lesser degree the British, suggesting that 
the Indian public had something to gain from German films that it could not get from the United 
States or Britain.  He conceded that a great deal had changed in India in the five years he had 
been in Germany, most notably the spread of film theaters to even the smallest Indian cities.  Yet 
he declared that, though he saw American and British films in Indian theaters, he had never seen 
a German film, a phenomenon he attributed not to the theater owners who “would all happily 
buy German film” but to a lack of effort on the part of German film companies to export to India.  
While this is clearly not the whole story, as individual Germans had been exploring film options 
in India since the end of the First World War, he concluded that if Germany could remedy the 
oversight in its exports it could conceivably “oust America from the Indian film market.”  This 
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seems wildly optimistic, especially by 1927, but Mazumdar invoked a convergence of German 
and Indian taste that would naturally draw Indian audiences to German films because of their 
higher “artistic and ethical caliber.”   
 Mazumdar also suggested that Germans might be receptive to Indian films, that “German 
film companies could, in India, make Indian films for Germany” and what is more, “construct a 
second Hollywood.”  This would be cheaper for the Germans than making films in Europe and 
would capitalize on many “capable [Indian] technicians, directors and actors” already working in 
the Indian industry.  Both sides had something to gain in his assessment: the Germans could have 
a place in which they could work to effectively compete with the United States and the Indian 
industry would have an infusion of capital and ideas that would allow the many talented 
individuals already working there to branch out into new markets, providing them an inroad into 
showing their films in Europe.  Thus “a collaboration between the German film industry and 
India would certainly become a resounding success [Riesenerfolg].” 35   
 Mazumdar‟s perspective was appealing to German readers because it confirmed what 
many Germans had been advocating for almost a decade—that India was a cinematic opportunity 
waiting to be seized with an audience calling for specifically German productions.  Indeed, lack 
of direct influence in India was not for lack of trying on the part of the German industry.  A 
variety of Germans reported over the course of the 1920s on the film situation in India, each 
concluding that, though it would be difficult, there was a great deal of money to be made in 
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exporting German film to India.
36
  However, other Indian perspectives, more critical than 
Mazumdar‟s, asserted that all of this potential was necessarily premised on compromise.   
 German film periodicals sometimes reprinted articles from the foreign press in their 
entirety, and the Lichtbild Bühne put forward one from the Madras-based Film Express assessing 
German prospects in India.  This article expressed a great deal of frustration with German 
companies which, despite repeated efforts, had not yet made exporting films to India a successful 
reality.  It alluded to American successes and British attempts, but ultimately the point of the 
article was to motivate German film companies by suggesting they sincerely reflect on the 
question, “how can we best serve India?”  The answer, it suggested, was to make films that 
suited Indian taste: films that were in longer series with more serious subjects filled with “pathos 
and contemplation.”  If German producers were just willing to do this they could “seize the 
Indian market and make money” and further, “if German producers are motivated in this pursuit, 
we are ready and happy to give them information.”37  The Film Express, via the Lichtbild Bühne, 
was calling for German films in India, largely to combat the overwhelming volume of American 
films.   Yet the article unequivocally stated that these films must be the right films, and in the 
process it offered up Indian insight and collaboration as a means of making these products 
possible, a prospect that could benefit both Germans and Indians.  
 The conclusion, therefore, on the part of both Indian and German experts, was that 
simply exporting German films to India was not enough.  The process was costly and would 
ultimately fall flat without a sustained commitment.  However, traveling to India to work within 
the Indian industry and to become directly acquainted with actual Indian taste could provide the 
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necessary insight to making German-Indian relations successful.  Further, taking advantage of 
Indians in Germany who were there learning about film and who were largely receptive to 
German ideas, was a more plausible inroad into India than attempting to oust the Americans 
simply through volume.  Indeed, this kind of relationship, premised on partnership rather than 
purely financial interests, had the potential to benefit both the Indian and German film industries 
by combating the sustained prevalence of American film and working towards successful, 
independent industries in both India and Germany.   
 
German-Indian Cinematic Collaboration 
In 1924, despite his earlier reservations about the willingness of Indian audiences to accept 
Europeans in their cinema, the Indian filmmaker Himansu Rai traveled to Munich with the goal 
of making a new kind of film, suitable for simultaneous distribution in both Europe and India. 
Rai, who had studied law in Calcutta and London, in addition to studying under Tagore at 
Santiniketan and performing on London‟s stages, came to Germany in search of collaborators—
technical and financial supporters—for a film project on the life of Buddha.  The Munich film 
company Emelka agreed to contribute to Rai‟s effort: if Rai could find an Indian company to 
finance the film, Emelka would provide a camera crew and a director to work with Rai‟s script 
and actors on location in India.  Rai ultimately got backing from the Great Eastern Corporation 
in Delhi, and the resulting film, the first in a series of collaborations, marked the most intense 
and sustained—if also largely localized— interaction between the German and Indian film 
industries.  While the resulting films never took on the status of “blockbusters” in either 
Germany or in India, they did focus a spotlight on India as a place of artistic—as well as 
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religious and cultural—cooperation, even as the films and the media attention they generated 
highlighted differences in all these areas. 
 The collaboration between Rai and Osten and the resulting films in many ways may be 
viewed as the culmination of German film trends in dealing with India—and indeed in making 
travel films.  The Kinematograph‟s Munich correspondent, reporting on the collaboration, noted 
that “as our readers know from our permanent correspondent in Calcutta, German film in India 
has sadly only occasionally come to fruition, and American productions have extensive control.”  
Yet this collaboration, an accomplishment even the Americans had not yet managed to achieve, 
“promises great success.”38  The potential success of this project was linked to several defining 
features of the ensuing films and their construction.  The partnership was initiated by a 
European-trained Indian filmmaker looking to make a new kind of product, and as such it would 
specifically serve both German and Indian needs; it would require a journey totally nearly 25,000 
miles, traveling not only from Germany to India but within India to Bombay, Calcutta, Delhi, 
Benares, Jaipur, Udaipur, Gwalior, and Srinagar; and it called for the best German film 
equipment, refined in Africa and now put the ultimate test: an Askania camera, developed 
specifically for shooting in the tropics, new, more stable chemicals for developing and 
preserving the film, and an automobile powerful enough to be “a transportable film factory.”  
These films, which were shown in England and the United States as well as in Germany and 
India, gained international recognition for both the German and Indian film industries, granting 
them both the rare opportunity showcase their accomplishments on a wide international scale.
39
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These films also represented the convergence of German feature travel films and documentary 
films.  Like previous films depicting travel, these collaborative efforts allowed audiences the 
opportunity to imagine themselves beyond the confines of the theater, and Germany as a larger 
part of a global community.  Yet they also allowed German audiences to become more 
discerning in their visions of India: it remained fundamentally fascinating as a spiritual, even 
mystical land, but audiences began to push back against some of the crassest Oriental fantasies in 
favor of more sophisticated images.  Indeed one of the priorities of the Indian industry was to 
dispel myths about Indian society on an international scale.
40
  Thus, in terms of not only 
production, but also distribution and consumption, the Rai/Osten collaborations offered both 
Germany and India an opportunity to stretch geographic limits and engage in a fundamentally 
new experience. 
 The resulting films, first Light of Asia, then Shiraz and Throw of the Dice, did ultimately 
touch on many of the same themes as earlier, more overtly fictional feature films set in India in 
                                                                                                                                                             
wanted to ascertain Indian film‟s prospects on the international market.  Though the reports were 
conflicting, the end result was that these films did not generate much revenue (in fact, three years 
later, Light of Asia had barely broken even) but they were critically acclaimed and that audiences 
from London to New York to Berlin to Calcutta enjoyed seeing them.  This disjuncture is 
unsurprising since Rai went hugely over budget on Light of Asia and Indian film abroad was still 
niche market that had yet to reach universal appeal. 
40
 F. H. Puckle, among others, testified to the ICC that while in Germany he had seen a film 
about an Indian prince that was “absolutely degrading Indian civilization in the eyes of others.” 
Evidence, vol. 2, 246.  While some were American, French and British, some of these objections 
were directly lodged against German films as well.  
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the early 1920s: travel through cinema; the place of the European in a strange, exotic world; the 
role of the strange and exotic in Europe itself; and perhaps most important, the line between 
ethnography and the allure of illusory, fairy-tale beauty.  Yet Rai and Osten also illustrated a 
shift that was rapidly occurring in the German industry between 1921 and 1925, notably the 
exponentially greater transnational cooperation and collaboration within the industry as a whole 
and the highly publicized mobility of filmmakers themselves.  Their collaboration also 
reinforced the idea that India could be more than simply an Oriental paradise and did, in fact, 
have more to offer Germans than merely an exotic diversion.  Unlike May‟s Woltersdorf film 
city—the “real India” of Der Indische Grabmal (The Indian Tomb)—Osten‟s work allowed 
Germans to see the India‟s varied landscape, its diverse peoples, and its nuanced mythological 
traditions.  Although the concept of exporting and importing films from other countries and even 
the give and take of film personnel was commonplace by 1925, Osten‟s travels and the films he 
made in India provided the unique opportunity for ordinary Germans to travel to a different kind 
of India through film: one that was not mediated through life-like sets, but was premised on a 
genuine travel experience steeped in cultural reciprocity.
41
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  From its inception, the first German-Indian collaboration illustrated the give and take 
between European literary traditions and Indian religious history.  The book for the film Light of 
Asia was written by Niranjan Pal, an Indian playwright and screenwriter, whose stage 
productions were shown in both London and Calcutta and whose scriptwriting gained him 
international recognition.  The book for Light of Asia was based on Edwin Arnold‟s work with 
the same title, published as a book length poem in 1874 to great success.  The poem was also 
translated into German and went through three editions between 1874 and the time of the 
production of the film in 1925.  Arnold‟s poem addressed the story of the life and teachings of 
Gautama Buddha because “[a] generation ago little or nothing was known in Europe of this great 
faith of Asia, which had nevertheless existed during twenty-four centuries, and at this day 
surpasses, in the number of its followers and the area of its prevalence, any other form of 
creed.”42  Pal‟s version echoes Arnold‟s attempt to translate the story of Buddha for Europeans—
and indeed Indians—in such a way as to entertain as much as to enlighten.  By catering to both 
German interest in Indian religious history and—albeit to a lesser degree—Indian audiences‟ 
desire for films with subjects from their own mythology, Pal was able to use Arnold‟s poem to 
find a dramatic subject with international importance.
43
   
 The film opens with a series of wide shots of contemporary India, including many of the 
open spaces, the market, the streets, the plaza that allow the viewer to see the diversity, activity 
and complexity of the Indian public sphere.  The only white people in the film are the small 
group the viewer eventually sees shopping in the bazaar through whose eyes the audience now 
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realizes they are seeing India.  Pal then uses the trope of story-telling: a story within a story in 
which this group of contemporary travelers who, in their experience of India, encounters a 
wizened old Yogi who tells a group of travelers the story of Buddha and his spiritual quest.  The 
film then cuts to the story he is telling and ultimately never comes back into the present.  Though 
it is a simple framing technique, it is significant because Pal wrote the film in such a way that 
watching it is, at least initially, a virtual travel experience.  Contemporary India acts as a contrast 
to the historical India and both are therefore set within a context of the tension between reality 
and story-telling.   
 One of the key ways in which this tension manifests itself is in the creation of a cast of 
characters that not only told the story within the film but became icons by telling the story of the 
back story of The Light of Asia.  Beginning with Rai and Pal and including the female lead in the 
film, Seeta Devi, the creators of the film became objects of interest, celebrities outside the film 
itself who were cast in deliberate ways in the press and the advertisements for the film.   This 
deliberate characterization helped increase the tension between India as an exotic, fairy-tale land, 
blessedly devoid of corrupting civilization and brimming with ancient traditions, and India as a 
modern, cinematically savvy place full of Western-educated collaborators and audiences happily 
partaking in new entertainment technology.
44
   
 Both Rai and Pal understood the significance of playing both sides of the spectrum to 
appeal to European audiences and both were especially adept at walking the line between 
identities as the “real” Indian—and thus some sort of de facto curiosity—and the “Europeanized” 
Indian—and thus some sort of de facto authority on India.  Both were introduced to German 
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audiences by way of their education, particularly their Western education in London and in Rai‟s 
case, his association with Tagore, who was among his teachers when he studied at the 
University, and with Gandhi, who (whether or not there was a deep relationship) he was happy to 
publically count among his friends.
45
  Rai, the “incredibly nice young man whose main career is 
as a lawyer who is now playing Prince Gothama,” was consistently introduced to the German 
public as “a congenial and simple person without any „Star-allure.‟”  Further, Rai was significant 
because “Herr Rai has lived in England for twelve years now and has become almost completely 
„Europeanized.‟”46  Rai, the lawyer with impeccable English and a respectable law degree who 
was trained and befriended by the most internationally renowned Indian intellectuals of the time, 
played the part of the authority on India without breaking congruity with the idea that India was 
a place that could only be understood through mediation—bordering even on a necessity for 
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translation—which could be done through cinema but which required these nebulous, 
cosmopolitan figures to work both sides of the cultural spectrum. 
 Rai held a continuous spot in the German press over the course of his career which was 
never particularly intense, especially not when compared to other internationally renowned stars 
like Harold Lloyd, Charlie Chaplin or Douglas Fairbanks—or even the German stars Asta 
Nielson, Pola Negri or Emil Jannings.  Nevertheless, the German press did consistently follow 
his career and its achievements, even those outside the direct purview of German/Indian 
collaboration, until his death in 1940.
47
  Within the context of Light, his visual image also tread 
the line between his dual identities as curiosity and authority, Indian and European.  He and Pal 
were often shown wearing suits, sitting for standard portraits and wearing the accoutrements of 
Western society: close-cut evenly parted hair, pocket watches and neckties.  Yet Rai was also 
often shown in his costume for Light of Asia, which made him seem comparatively wild and 
untamed, even after his on-screen transformation from spoiled prince to ascetic spiritual leader.  
Though this “real” Indian bore little resemblance to the Maharajas of earlier films, there was the 
same passionate ferocity that demarcated him as infused with a specifically Indian energy. 
 Though Pal was never shown in costume—primarily because he was never in front of the 
camera except in shots documenting the creation of the film—Pal was also introduced to the 
Germans through his pedigree: his father‟s success as the publisher of one of the largest 
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newspapers in Calcutta , and his own education and his accomplishments in Britain.
 48
  Pal was 
also able to use his work and his public image to invoke another of Edwin Arnold‟s ideas, 
implicit in the story of Light of Asia. Arnold‟s poem was told from the perspective of an openly 
fictional Buddhist votary because wanted his work to be an authoritative text on the history of 
Buddhism, stating, “I have put my poem into a Buddhist‟s mouth, because, to appreciate the 
spirit of Asiatic thoughts, they should be regarded from the Oriental point of view; and neither 
the miracles which consecrate this record, nor the philosophy which it embodies, could have 
been otherwise so naturally reproduced.”49  Pal was able to play on this desire for authenticity.  
As the self-appointed mediator between Indian mythology and European audiences, Pal could 
offer the “Oriental point of view” that Arnold was seeking, and because Pal was Indian, his 
perspective then lent legitimacy to the idea of a sort of “spirit of Asiatic thoughts” on screen.  
Pal, the cosmopolitan writer at home in Europe and India, positioned himself to fulfill Arnold‟s 
goal of making Buddhism accessible for Europeans, while avoiding the more offensive tropes of 
earlier German depictions of India.  Pal‟s forward in the book version of Light  introducing 
himself and his background managed to convey the balance of gravity and exoticism of the 
subject of the film, attesting to the authenticity of the props—the jewels, the animals, the 
weapons—while equally conveying the solemnity of the subject as rendered by a “real” Indian. 
 If Germans were able to get to know Rai and Pal in all their deliberate complexity, this 
tension between the real and the glamorous, the exotic and the authoritative, became manifest in 
the completely two dimensional treatments of the female lead, Seeta Devi, suggesting that while 
                                                 
48
 “Maharadschahs als Filmfabrikanten von unserem Münchener Korrespondenten,” 
Kinematograph 19, no. 936 (1925): 17.  
49
 Arnold, Light, 11.  
  
131 
 
at a certain, masculine level collaboration was possible and even necessary in making the film 
seem realer, German audiences were not yet able to completely overcome the idea of the erotic, 
exotic vision of Oriental femininity.  Though Devi‟s character in the film actually defies most of 
the cinematic tropes of Indian women—she is not only young and beautiful but also modest, 
loyal, constant and she is Buddha‟s one true love rather than one among a harem—the actress 
herself, especially when she was in her most provocative costume, her wedding outfit, became an 
icon for the film as an Oriental fairy tale—moving it firmly away from the idea of a documentary 
or educational film or even a glimpse into some kind of sociologically significant religious 
history. 
 The most ubiquitous image from Light—even considering the way in which Rai as Prince 
Gautama became iconographic—was that of Seeta Devi as Goba, Gautama‟s wife in her costume 
from the wedding scene, heavily bejeweled, wearing a headpiece with rows of henna tattoos on 
her face.  Kinematograph put this image of Devi on its cover on 25 October 1925, mirroring 
almost exactly the same image used in the Illustrierter Film Kurier in its promotion of the film.
50
  
The image could also be seen in smaller versions in the book published in association with the 
film and in the film pamphlets that acted as supplemental promotion.  Though the image was one 
from the film, it acted to undermine the film‟s larger message: that is, both Gautama and Goba 
ultimately renounce their wealth for a life of religious asceticism, and, though the film illustrates 
their lifestyles before the conversion, Devi‟s character throughout is never more exotically 
dressed or heavily made up than in this one short scene.  Indeed the opposite is true, compared to 
the women in German films about India, Devi‟s beauty was clearly meant to be subtle and was 
manifest in her simplicity, stemming from her character rather than her adornments.   
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 Devi as a person was not especially interesting to the German press.  The Lichtbild 
Bühne, usually accurate in its details, got Seeta Devi‟s name wrong in its review of the film, 
confusing her with May Deve.
51
  Further, there was the rumor that she was of Indian nobility and 
thus they picked up on the popular notion that she was actually an Indian princess as well as 
being, “one of the prettiest and most characteristically Indian women.”52  The idea that Devi was 
a princess reiterated the desire on the part of Germans to see the film fulfill the fantasy of Indian 
femininity.  While Rai and Pal could be both European and Indian, Devi needed to play the part 
of the exotic Indian princess both on and off the screen, and while she was cast with great care, 
both Rai and Osten making sure that she was, indeed, up to the task of maintaining Indian values 
of modesty while still playing the part of Buddha‟s lover and ultimately wife, it was not Indian 
standards of decorum but rather German fantasy that characterized depictions of Devi.  
Ironically, Devi, like many Indian women who were willing to appear on the screen, was actually 
Anglo-Indian and was born Reneé Smith, changing her name to something more Indian-
sounding when she began acting.  This conscious manipulation of her identity into something 
more “Indian” illustrates that in order for her to be successful as a woman in this sort of cinema, 
she needed to rely not, like Rai or Pal, on her cultural flexibility but on the trope of the exotic, 
Indian woman. 
 Franz Osten, the film‟s director, and Bertl Schultes, his cinematographer were cast as 
characters as well: self-consciously “Bavarian” yet also publicly cosmopolitan, traveling to the 
                                                 
51
 Kinematograph also got her name wrong, calling her Maya Dewe. “Maharadschahs als 
Filmfabrikanten von unserem Münchener Korrespondenten,” Kinematograph 19, no. 936 (1925): 
17. 
52
 “The Romance of Buddha: Ein Original-indischer Film,” Lichtbild Bühne 18, no. 5 (1925): 14.  
  
133 
 
“real” India to bring it back to Europe, as much of the interest in and promotion of the film 
centered around its creation.  German audiences were able to travel through this film not only 
because it allowed them a glimpse into a foreign world, but also because the creators were 
forthright in their perceptions of the experience of travel and shared with potential viewers.  
Further, because Schultes published his memoirs, including his perceptions of the trip to India, 
first published in 1925 in Film-Kurier and Lichtbild-Bühne and then in his memoirs Ein 
Komödiant blickt zurück in 1963, his perspective took on an authoritative air regarding both the 
production of the film and the documentation of the experience as a travelogue.   
 Schultes‟s perceptions offered yet another insight into the line between the real and the 
fantasy, in this case between travel and tourism.  There were clearly dimensions to the 
experience that he passively experienced as a tourist, happily surrounding himself with the other 
“four Bavarians in India.”  The first thing the four—Schultes, Osten, Willy Kirmeier, and Josef 
Wirsching—did upon arriving in India was set up camp at the Luxus hotel, where ““[t]he food 
was excellent, but the best part for us was and remains, after a huge dinner, the bar and its 
wonderful beer.  Sadly it was only open until 11:00…”53 On the whole he found life in India to 
be quite congenial.  They were able to travel in first class most of the time and were given a large 
automobile to get them around the country.   
 Of the trip to Delhi, Schultes stated: “We drove to our shooting location, Jaipur, a city 
that was like something out of the fairy tale a Thousand and One Nights.  There were no 
telephones, no electric lights, nothing of the often questionable trappings of our civilization, a 
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city that also was created for our pictures.”54 Whether these primitive—if idealized conditions—
extended to their place of residence in the guest house of the Maharaja of Jaipur is unclear.  
Nevertheless the Germans were quite taken with the five-hundred-year-old palace and 
particularly the small island in the middle of a pond; they asked if there were crocodiles in the 
pond, but alas, there were not.  They were hoping to see the parts of India fashioned by German 
imaginative culture in which India was the place of fairy tales and, despite the lack of crocodiles 
in the pond, took on an idealized quality that made even the “real” experience resemble the 
fantasy.  Further, this fantasy set India above, or perhaps simply outside, European modernity; 
though Rai and Pal, much like the Maharajas of early German film, easily transcended cultural 
barriers to assimilate into European society, even donning its clothes, its language and its 
education, the cosmopolitanism could not work in reverse.  When in India, Schultes found the 
blessed lack of civilization the most notable quality, though he also noted that this lack of 
technology would never work in Europe. 
 This even overflowed into his description of the filming process.   When they got to their 
first location about an hour outside of Bombay, he noted how impressed he was by the large 
group of men, women and children that had already been gathered there to act as extras, 
particularly the fact that they spoke a variety of dialects and that for every scene they needed 
three interpreters.  Yet in spite of this, he was shocked by how easy the process was—and the 
poignant way in which these “simple, unschooled people, who had never seen a camera or a film 
played their scene” because “in Germany it would have taken hours and first they would have 
had to rehearse.”  Again, the beauty and simplicity of using locals rather than professional extras 
revealed his attraction to not only the “real” India but the fantasy of the primitive: the fantasy of 
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the society that functions simply but functions better than that besmirched with all the trappings 
of modernity. 
 It is significant to note that Himansu Rai was not one of Schultes‟s primary characters.  
He did finally make it into the narrative about half way through, when he met with them to begin 
shooting, and although Schultes did wax enthusiastic about Rai, suggesting that he was not sure 
how they would have been able to pull off such a film without all the leg work that Rai put into 
the planning and implementation, Rai‟s contribution to the film was largely implicit in Schultes‟s 
account.  However, Schultes‟s acknowledgment that the locations, extras, and loans of jewels, 
clothes, animals and buildings from the local authorities would not have been possible without 
Rai, suggests that despite how much fun the Bavarians were having as tourists in India, the film 
project needed to be a collaborative effort: the Indians were more than extras and the Germans 
needed more guidance than simply translators and chauffeurs.   
 In fact Schultes makes much of the fact that Rai tirelessly worked on setting up the 
production locations, particularly in gaining access to historic locations that would have 
otherwise been off limits but to which, through his reputation and comportment, Rai was able to 
gain access.  He was also instrumental in getting access to the key props—all the jewels, animals 
and weapons that made the film “authentic”—that they had to borrow from the various regional 
princes.
55
  This was particularly true of the Maharaja of Jaipur who lent them seventeen 
elephants, various camels, and some of his favorite horses, with the added benefit of the 
elephants and other animals coming with their trainers, so the production crew was able to 
capitalize on the work that had already been done with these animals.  While the animal stories 
are charming and naturally meant to invoke the India German readers (as well as viewers) 
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expected from a trip there, these anecdotes relate how much the German filmmakers relied on the 
Indian infrastructure, both on the ground and in the form of Rai who was able to act as a liaison 
to the princes to make the film possible.   
 Despite all this Indian aid, Franz Osten as the film‟s director was clearly in charge.  
Whether one agrees that he was capturing the “real” India as he believed he was, or whether he 
was simply finding those parts of India that suited his vision, he worked tirelessly to make each 
scene fit his vision of reality.  This is especially manifest in one anecdote told by Schultes and 
repeated in the Lichtbild Bühne.  Osten, apparently obsessed by the idea of capturing the way 
that death really looks, intended to make a scene in which the spoiled prince Gautama witnesses 
the death of a beggar, as “real” as possible.  Thus, Osten scoured the Indian countryside looking 
for someone who was really dying and, upon finding a man who apparently fit the description, 
immediately had a doctor verify his imminent death.  After filming the scene, Osten was 
supposedly extremely happy to hear the man died the next day, making the resulting scene all the 
more macabre, but successful in its veracity.
56
    
 Further, Osten was reputed to have clashed with Pal over the casting of the baby who was 
to play the new-born Gautama.  The baby Pal picked was light skinned from a wealthy family, 
and Pal believed him to be the epitome of infant beauty.  However, Osten felt that German 
audiences would not believe that a baby who was so fair could be Indian and therefore picked the 
son of the elephant trainer to play the baby.  Pal found this to be appalling not only because he 
was overruled but also because it flew in the face of his sensibilities to make one of the most 
significant religious figures into a worker‟s baby.  Though there did not seem to be any 
permanent hard feelings about this decision, the disagreement does indicate that  ideas of 
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decorum and authenticity were at play throughout the process of making the film and were not 
always consistent even amongst the filmmakers. Although the collaborators were often on 
friendly terms, there were tropes and conventions could not be translated in either direction.
57
  
 The reviews of Light, and especially those used in promoting the film emphasized its 
fairy tale quality.  There were several key trends, perspectives that were asserted many times 
over, revealing what reviewers felt were some of the most significant features of the film.  The 
first was the landscape, both built and natural: the Berliner Zeitung stated that one of the most 
significant features of the film is that it “displays the thousand year old buildings of the Indians 
before the eyes of Europeans,” while the Neue Leipziger Zeitung stated, “in this film there is a 
completely foreign and exceedingly colorful world.”  The second trend was that this landscape 
was somehow magical, that this is a “folktale” on par with the “Thousand and One Nights.”58  It 
was an “Indian dream” and a “wonderland”—granted one that was thousands of years old.   The 
Berliner Morgenzeitung stated that one gets lost in the “fairy tale atmosphere” of that 
“whimsically strange world” of palm trees and palaces “where saga and reality have not yet met 
one another but wherein the lively unity of all existence and view are illustrated—this Indian 
world which through Oriental pictures arises before us.”59  The third theme was the 
incomprehensibility of this magical land, especially for Europeans. They suggested, however, 
that it was rendered in such lifelike veracity that “[w]e Europeans look upon a view of this 
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tropical lushness, the longing for Nirvana, the dissolution into awesome nothingness, all but 
impossible to understand.” Europeans could hardly understand this mystical force, although it 
was worthwhile for them to do so.  Thus the film became a fairy tale because these forces were 
so difficult to understand and because there was so much beauty contained within the film.  
However, this creates a tension with the final theme, the “reality” of the film; the Münchener 
Zeitung also led with the “beauty of the magical world of India” but then also ruminated on the 
tension between wonder and reality, stating that the film shows, “the Indian people, in their fiery 
pride and their poverty, the real and lovely wonder-buildings…with camels and elephants.”   
Thus the film, with its beauty, its mystery and its ties to the real world was ultimately a film 
about “a people from a world in which the past and the present magically combine.”  The real 
landscape combined with the illusive, intangible spirituality while the past and the present 
converged such that Europeans got to witness a beautiful if incomprehensible fantasy.  
 Yet, even this idea had its limits.  The Lichtbild Bühne described another way in which 
the viewer of Light was to be transported to India through film: through the decoration of the 
theater.  However, this particular reviewer found the decorations cheap and tacky, distracting 
from the simple beauty of the film—even if its simplicity was not one of the most prominently 
advertised elements—and thus a detriment rather than an asset to its transportative and 
philosophical qualities.  The foyer of the theater in Munich, after a tradition he suggested came 
from America—and hence, perhaps, some of the tackiness—was turned into an Indian temple, 
with red architraves built into the floor supporting golden columns.  The walls were covered with 
a golden-gilded forest-frieze, while in two large niches there were golden Buddha and lion 
colossuses.  In the theater room there were demonstration areas featuring two Indian stone 
columns each of which was two meters in diameter and next to which large “sacrificial hearths” 
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were mounted.  This reviewer called these decorations “cheap propaganda” because it made a 
synthetically glamorized space out of a story that was thousands of years old and steeped in real 
tradition.    
 He further suggested that the tackiness of the environment took away from the 
significance of what was happening on screen.  He noted that the style of the film was not one 
with which Europeans were entirely comfortable, suggesting that it was the stylistic elements, 
the authenticity of the horsemen and animal battles that illustrated the real (cross) cultural 
experience of the film.  He believed that the German filmmakers were very lucky to have had the 
help of the Maharaja of Jaipur for it would not have been possible to recreate battles so vividly 
without his help.  Thus the reviewer was more interested in the collaborative elements of the 
film: that which could not have been done without the deeply rooted support of the Indian film 
personnel and their contacts that pushed the boundaries of convention in German film.  Thus it 
was not the fairy tale that interested the reviewer—in fact he believed that dimension had been 
built up too far, literally in terms of the theater—but rather the authenticity, especially in the 
cooperation that inherently had to take place to make the film a reality. 
 Though it seems at odds with much of the press on Light and indeed on the prospects for 
German film in India as a whole, the idea of collaboration was another key theme in both the 
production and the selling of the film.  The Lichtbild Bühne stated, “It was without question a 
huge risk and happily this attempt has succeeded magnificently, so that one can anticipate further 
collaborations between the German and Indian powers with acute interest” and what is more, 
“The most extraordinary characteristics of the film is before all else the all-encompassing 
cooperation…between Herr Osten and the technical personnel who are native Indians.” 60  The 
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diverse filming locations, the filming amongst the ruins, could take place in no place other than 
India while, Emelka‟s contribution, in addition to the director was “a technical apparatus in the 
most modern design, equipped with all possible auxiliary materials, like transportable light 
machines, transportable developing and copy machines, devices for tropical exposure etc.”  Yet 
there were more substantive Indian contributions than simply the landscape.  They noted the 
costume designer‟s name was H.A.N. Tagore, a close relative of Rabindranath Tagore—linking 
the project back to him and by extension, the Indian intellectuals who had cultural currency in 
Germany.   
 Further, in praising Rai and his performance—its clarity, its balance, its height of 
achievement—the Kinematograph, the publication that so often situated India deeply within a 
colonial context, was able to look outside this power dynamic to  compare his style of acting to 
that of Psilander.  Valdemar Psilander was certainly one of the most successful early silent 
actors—both in terms of renown and pay—but significantly was Danish.61  Thus the 
transnationalism of the film industry permeated even the basis of this analogy.  The Germans—
who had strong ties with the Danish industry, particularly before and during the First World War 
through actors who traversed national boundaries and films that were shown in both places—
were clearly lauding Rai, an actor outside the scope of their usual vision, by comparing him to a 
slightly less ambiguous, although no less transnational, figure.  The model the Germans were 
holding up was not actually German though there seemed to be no incongruity in this.  Rai, 
through his cosmopolitanism and his success in collaborating with Germans, could easily be 
linked to another transnational figure, popular and successful in Germany.  
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 Within this review there was also an inevitable nod towards India‟s exoticism: “There are 
of course the requisite interesting and exciting moments out of Indian legend: the holy Elephant 
leading the grand horsemen games, fabulous processions in which everything is summoned, all 
that India has to offer in terms of beauty, splendor and wealth.”  However the review also 
discussed this kind of exoticism with regard for what it did for the film: the film was visually 
stunning, but rather than suggesting a magical quality that offered nothing more than a veneer of 
exoticism, the film was important because it allowed Germans to see India as Indians saw it.  
They stated that this film “is not a feature film [Kinobild] in any widely held sense of the word, 
there is no sensationalism and no speculation in relation to any of the lowest instincts.  This is a 
picture that one would like to call a documentary film if that label didn‟t have such odious 
connotations with theater owners.”  That is, though the subject may not have appealed a certain 
segment of audiences, this was an important work: not simply because of its beauty but more 
importantly because of what it represented as a cultural artifact and a collaborative effort.   
 Finally, the Lichtbild Bühne’s  assessment of the film, not only their review of the film‟s 
contents, but the story of its opening, situated this film as a distinctly German accomplishment, 
one that many national film industries had been attempting but which only the Germans had been 
able to actualize, calling it an achievement that “no other nation in the world has been able to 
accomplish.”62  However, the real significance of the film, as they saw it, came from the fact that 
it was the “first in the world” that depicted faraway India but did not use it as a “fake 
wonderland.”  Instead it was an India created by real Indians: in terms of actors, costumes, props, 
buildings and a manuscript written by Indian authors.  They liked the script because they thought 
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it addressed the “most holy story of the Indians, the life of Buddha” in a way that is totally 
“unadulterated and unadorned as though for thousands of years from generation to generation it 
lives on.”  Even more significantly, they also referred to the collaboration in terms of a “film 
language” that the German director and technical crew were lucky to have found.   That is, 
through this film, its makers had discovered a way to create films that could transcend the 
boundaries of the individual industries.  This was all the more significant because it built so 
much on the Indian film tradition, giving rise and significance to the Indian filmmakers, 
providing them with a much wider cultural impact than an Indian “language artist” would 
otherwise have.  The film was not only significant because it provided an inroad for German film 
in India but because it also provided Indian artists with the chance to gain wide international 
exposure. 
 The idea of a “film language” was also particularly compelling when one considers that 
this film—and indeed the next two Rai/Osten collaborations—was silent; the language about 
which the Lichtbild Bühne was commenting was a visual one.  Furthermore, it illustrated the way 
in which this collaboration or new “cinematic language” benefited not only the Germans but also 
the Indians: its novelty allowing for global notoriety for the film and its makers.  However, this 
was a German article and they noted, perhaps more than the Indian advantages, the way in which 
this film truly benefited the German industry and specifically Osten, that it “established the 
credit of German films in the most distant country of the world.”  Yet this too was significant 
because it was not the language of colonialism but rather of partnership: one must establish one‟s 
credibility (and credit) before one could reasonably expect to have work and respect in a foreign 
place.  The film was created because Rai had banked enough of this credit with the institutions in 
India, not only the princes like the Maharaja of Jaipur, who lent him animals and other resources, 
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but also with the Great Eastern Corporation in Delhi, which ultimately financed the film.  
Savvier viewers understood that this was that this was neither a specifically German film nor an 
entirely Indian film, but a hybrid, what the Lichtbild Bühne  called “the first German-Indian 
film”—and it was distinct from either tradition.63 
 Light of Asia was not the only film that Osten made in India, nor was the continued 
association lost on German audiences, although the novelty of Germans working in India did 
dissipate as the 1920s came to a close.  Nor was Rai the only Indian filmmaker to see the 
potential in collaborating with Germans and learning from German artistic innovation and 
technical sophistication.  As the ICC report suggests, collaboration with European filmmakers 
and particularly sending Indian representatives to observe these industries was a relatively 
inexpensive way to gain insight into technological advances while keeping a finger on the pulse 
of the international industry.   Further, the example of the Indian director and producer V. 
Shanturam‟s visit to Berlin illustrated that this coordination was beneficial for the German 
industry as well, as his Prabhat Film Co. was one of the German camera company Agfa‟s biggest 
customers, relying almost exclusively on German equipment to outfit his studios in Poona.
64
 
 Though they lost the financial backing of Great Eastern, through the financial efforts of 
British International Pictures Ltd. and Ufa, Rai and Osten were able to make two more films 
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together that were specifically targeted as transnational endeavors—that is, not only created 
through these sorts of collaborative efforts but also simultaneously intended for both Indian and 
European audiences.  The two films, Shiraz (Grabmal einer grosser Liebe), the story of the Taj 
Mahal, and A Throw of the Dice (Schicksalswürfel), a morality tale on the dangers of 
irresponsible governance and excessive gambling, lacked Light‟s overt spirituality, acting more 
generally as fictional stories meant to entertain through standard twists of plot, character 
development, and romantic intrigue.  Responses to both films were positive if not overwhelming, 
with Shiraz released twice more in Germany after its original run, once in 1930 and then again in 
1938.
65
 
 The critical responses were mixed.  No one disputed the visual beauty of Shiraz, a 
fanciful love story meant to illuminate the background to the construction of the Taj Mahal.  
However, it was apparent that this film—perhaps because it deviated so much more overtly from 
the accepted historical narrative than Light, which remained faithful to both Arnold‟s poem and 
contemporary perceptions of Buddhism—that being shot on location in India and using Indian 
actors was no longer enough to give the film a compelling claim to being “real.”  The reviewer 
for Der Film was especially harsh, stating “The legend of the Taj Mahal constructed by Emperor 
Akbar was dramatized but they [the filmmakers] do not know the genuine Indian literature and 
law.  So they reel off a fairy tale, on which W. Burton worked, as to eastern thought and simply 
and naively tell a story of one lover, one love that was so pure it was nearly divine.”  He would 
have preferred, and indeed opened his article with, a discussion of the way in which India 
functioned as a point of intersection of three different, exceptionally important religions, acting 
as not only the birthplace of Buddhism but also as the home of a significant number of both 
                                                 
65
 Film Program, “Grabmal einer grosse Liebe” 1939, BA-UFA R/43/I 2500.  
  
145 
 
Hindus and Muslims.  He further criticized Osten by stating “He collaborated with Indian artists 
and had Indian colleagues, but nevertheless Osten does not understand India.”66   Though he 
freely acknowledged Osten‟s technological prowess, he believed that Osten captured on film 
only that which he chose to believe was India, all too happy to ignore the real India and create a 
“world of fantastic beliefs.” 
 The reviewer from Der Bildwart was nearly as hard on Shiraz, taking issue not with the 
film itself, which he like the reviewer from Der Film felt was visually pleasing, but with the idea 
that the film purported itself to be a true story.  He began his report by criticizing the title card 
which read “‟In the northwest corner of India, in the vicinity of the city of Agra, lies the Taj-
Mahal…the grave of the Empress Mumtaz-Mahal, one of the most splendid architectural works 
in India (to this point is true), the architectural balance and beauty of which cause it to be 
considered one of the seven wonders of the world‟—and the this point the nonsense begins.”67  
Not only did the reviewer call out the film on the parts he felt were silly; he also attempted to set 
the record straight, stating that the building, constructed in 1648, was barely three hundred years 
old and therefore certainly not among the wonders of the ancient world.  The plot, which he saw 
as devoid of any historical understanding, substituting romance for substance, was so frustrating 
that he declared of Niranjan Pal and W. Burton “an Indian and an Englishman should have 
known better!”   Der Bildwart, echoing Der Film was unequivocally stating that it was no longer 
enough to be on location or to have real Indian actors; the story itself must be accurate.  By the 
end of the 1920s, there was a growing sophistication among audience members who knew 
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something about world history, geography and religion and were no longer willing to see fantasy 
on the screen purporting itself to be real. 
 The critics who lauded Osten‟s later work did so on the same grounds as the dissenters: 
its claims to depict the real India.   The Süddeutsche Filmzeitung began by introducing its readers 
to Osten as the man who “can with great modesty say that he has discovered the wonderland of 
India on film for the Europeans.”68  The Süddeutsche Filmzeitung thought Osten managed to 
achieve what no one before him had been able to do: the India he portrayed was, they believed, 
the “real” one.  It stated, “that is to say, in contrast to other failures, whose Indian films were 
disasters, Osten does not see India through European lenses [eurpäischer Intelligenzbrille] or 
confuse a European pseudo-romance with an Indian motif—he simply filmed the things he saw 
(and he should be commended for his photographic training, capturing how the unsophisticated 
really live!), he took problems and captured them in a frieze much like „Mother India,‟ not as 
Europe nominally wanted to see it in film pictures.”69  Despite the limitations pointed out by his 
critics, Osten‟s work did illustrate a contrast to the spate of earlier, purely fantastical films that 
characterized German treatments of India in the early 1920s—Das Indische Grabmal (The 
Indian Tomb), Die Lieblingsfrau des Maharaschas (The Favorite Wife of the Maharaja), Das 
                                                 
68
 “Franz Osten und das indische Filmwesen,” Süddeutsche Filmzeitung 8, no. 27 (1929): 16.  
69
 The reference to Mother India was a significant one, as it invokes a popular interest in works 
of amateur anthropology, specifically Katherine Mayo‟s 1927 book Mother India, in which she 
set out to expose the most depraved and poverty-stricken elements of India rather than its beauty 
or its long religious history.  Though she was criticized by Indian intellectuals, notably Gandhi, 
for finding only the dirtiness which she sought to expose, her book and its popularity in Germany 
illustrate an interest in the “real” India that is more than simply an exotic paradise.   
  
147 
 
Rätsel von Bangalore (The Riddle of Bangalore) among many others.  These films rendered 
Indians only as Germans in blackface and put forward a magically exotic image of only the 
wealthiest echelons of Indian society.  Compared to these sorts of films, Osten‟s work, capturing 
the vast and diverse population of India through the use of thousands of extras did demonstrate a 
level of sophistication in his treatment of his Indian subjects lacking in earlier depictions. 
 The Süddeutsche Filmzeitung added a second dimension to its analysis of both the film‟s 
success and its veracity, suggesting that the best indication of both was its reception in its place 
of production, India.  It stated, “there is an infallible criterion for the intellectual authenticity of 
such films and that is the judgment of and reception in the country that is the place of the action.”  
It suggested that Shiraz was a huge success in Calcutta, running in a theater with more than 1500 
seats for over four weeks.  The reviewer also identified the trend (first identified nearly six years 
earlier by German film companies surveying the possibilities for successfully exporting German 
film to India) that Indian audiences were skeptical of unknown directors.  The reviewer 
suggested that this trend, which he believed led Indian audiences to Indian films made by Indian 
companies with Indian directors, made Osten‟s success all the more impressive: because the 
perspective deliberately excluded the success of American films in India, permeated with 
familiar names and faces, it was able to put Osten in a category by himself as the one non-Indian 
to truly resonate with Indian audiences.  Indeed the Süddeutsche claimed that Indian audiences 
loved Osten‟s work so much that “Indian newspapers gave Osten shockingly good reviews, 
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proclaiming „this is India!‟”70  Osten‟s success, ostensibly validated by his approval from “real” 
Indians, was directly tied to his ability to capture the real India on film.
71
 
 Responses to both Shiraz and A Throw of the Dice were conflicted and neither received 
the same overwhelming volume of attention as Light, perhaps because they lacked Light‟s novel 
transnationalism.  This reduced response might also be in part because the stories told in the 
subsequent two films were less overtly “Indian” stories: that is, they were less obviously 
traditional lore and more obviously compelling cinematic narratives, shaky on their claim to 
reality but nevertheless entertaining and visually beautiful.  However, they did have some of the 
same “real” qualities as Light, even as they unabashedly assumed their status as modern-day 
fairy tales.  They did not default on German Indian tropes but pushed narrative boundaries within 
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the imaginative space.  Rai‟s character in Throw, an irresponsible prince who gambles away his 
kingdom, was capable of not only great folly but also redemption, neither of which, in contrast to 
the maharajas of earlier German cinema, required European intervention.  The romantic 
relationships in these films were not only passionate, but monogamous, eschewing the trope of 
the harem; though religion and morality were implicit in the films, the Yogis and other spiritual 
icons lacked the genie-like capacity to grant wishes as they did in their earlier cinematic 
depictions.  Though both maximized the built and natural landscapes of India to aid in the artistic 
qualities of the films—and indeed both were advertised as Indian fantasy tales—the lack of 
mysticism gave the India of these films a real quality that transcends India as a place of magic, 
eroticism, and the purely exotic. 
 The advent of sound was not beneficial to the German/Indian collaborative efforts.
72
  
Though title cards were easily translated—and as one correspondent suggested, an exact 
translation was largely secondary since Indians were not as interested in them as in seeing the 
images—dubbing into the various Indian dialects was nearly impossible.73  Further, Rai had a 
falling out with Ufa‟s director Ludwig Klitsch over a £2,000 honorarium promised for a film 
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tentatively titled Vansantasena.
74
  Rai was to make the film in collaboration with Osten, to 
whom Ufa had promised a further RM 30,000.
 75
  Though Rai continued to have a relationship 
with Ufa into the 1930s, the film was never completed: either because this financial backing fell 
through or because sound made the project too unwieldy to be profitable or possibly simply 
because there was a clash of personalities.  
 Instead Rai went on to form his own production company in India, the Bombay Talkies.  
The Bombay Talkies, founded in 1934 by Rai and his wife, the actress Devika Rani—one of 
several who studied in Germany—was perhaps best known for its association with European 
filmmakers, and thus it had a reputation for a high degree of technical standards.  As Osten 
himself stated, “Mr. Himansu Rai convinced me, because my Indian films were a world success, 
to come to India to help him make pictures.  So in India I undertook the construction of new 
projects with the great success of the German pattern, relying on what was always considered the 
successful German machines and other German products that followed me as well.  Of the 
seventeen films I created in India…I was able to show this film Achuh Kauja during my vacation 
in 1937 in Germany in the Reich‟s Ministry for Education and Propaganda and the film found 
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general recognition through this demonstration.” 76 Thus, Osten relocated to India full time until 
his extradition at the hands of the British in 1940, filming, using German equipment and 
techniques, what he continued to believe was the real India for the benefit and enjoyment of not 
only Indians but also those Germans who got to see his films.  The company was highly 
successful while it was under the control of Rai, though after his breakdown in 1939 and 
subsequent death, the company suffered from infighting amongst its directors.  A rift formed 
between Rani and the other investors, finally forcing the company to close in 1954.  Unlike the 
previous Rai/Osten collaborative efforts, these films were targeted at a specifically Indian 
audience and their success illustrates the potential in this sort of collaboration: the order and 
technical skill of European-trained technicians and directors teaming up with artists and actors 
from India who understood local audiences and aesthetics.  The story does not have a particularly 
happy ending: Rai died at age forty-eight in 1940 and Osten was forced from his adopted 
homeland where he had spent nearly fifteen years.  Nonetheless, German-Indian collaboration 
eventually won out, even if it was only in a brief, localized context. 
 Germans never exported even a fraction of the films to India that the United States did, 
but the films made by Rai and Osten represented one of the most intense—and equal—
collaborations between any film personalities.  Further, the ways in which these images of India 
shifted perceptions—however subtly and slowly—did make it possible for certain audiences to 
tell the difference between the entirely fictional narratives like May‟s (and then later Lang‟s) 
Grabmal and more realistic visions of India, that provided a more sophisticated image of Indian 
society, its diversity, its culture, and its priorities. Individual filmmakers like Osten claimed to be 
depicting reality because it leant authority to their work; they were able to claim that the 
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experiences they provided audiences were profound and new and that they served a social and 
educational function that opened up the world to German viewers.  Yet some contemporary 
viewers recognized that this authority was often self-proclaimed and chose to push back against 
what they felt was the fantasy, as in the cheapening the story of the historical Buddha with 
theater decorations, and against tenuous claims of reality, as in setting the record straight as to 
the real story of the Taj Mahal.  Though this critical eye came from a certain, highly trained sort 
of viewer—suggesting that other, less educated audiences may have unthinkingly believed what 
they saw—it suggests that film travel was not simply about escaping the reality of Germany for a 
diversionary fantasy, but rather about finding Germany‟s—and India‟s—place in the wider 
postwar world.   
 Germans looked to India as way to export film, to generate profits, and to find a market 
for German cultural products.  Indians turned to Germany for lighting and photography 
equipment, training in cinematography and editing, and a way to circumvent American cinematic 
dominance.  The result of these ambitions was a set of localized partnerships.  While both 
Indians and Germans continued to worry that “the moving picture is more than a mere 
amusement to millions of people, that it is a powerful instrument for propagandist work and an 
adjunct to the exploitation of foreign markets,” working together helped to assuage some of these 
concerns.
77
 These associations created an international network of filmmakers which was 
mutually beneficial, providing an exchange of ideas, images and equipment.  These partnerships 
also provided key filmmakers with opportunities they never would have otherwise had: not just 
Indian filmmakers training in European studios, but also the rare opportunity for a small number 
of German filmmakers to go into exile in India after 1933.  High-profile collaborations, like the 
                                                 
77
 Written statement of Rao Saheb sub-editor “The Statesman,” Evidence, vol. 2, 1019. 
  
153 
 
one between Rai and Osten, gained international recognition, shining a light on both Indian and 
German cinematic potential.  These collaborations were not, in themselves, enough to undo 
American control of international markets, and both Indians and Germans had to expand their 
perceptions of the American industry in order to use the centrality of Hollywood‟s position to 
further own goals, often collaborating with Americans directly.   Ultimately, however, German-
Indian collaboration allowed both Germans and Indians to find their own places within a vibrant, 
constantly evolving transnational film industry.   
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Collaboration, Competition and Film Colonies:  
Germany and the United States 
 
The rapid development of the film industry intrigued the film scholar Fritz Olimsky.  In his 1931 
doctoral dissertation he wrote: ―the fantastically rapid ascent of the film industry is really like a 
fairy tale or even better an adventure novel.  The first film people certainly had no idea what 
would develop in such a comparatively short time out of its primitive beginning; one gets quite 
an impression that the further things progressed, the more surprising things seemed and that this 
drove rather than reversed these developments.‖  Though he was concerned primarily with the 
German film industry and its nascent program on November 1, 1895 at the Berlin Wintergarten, 
Olimsky also included the American industry in this assessment, quoting the president of the 
Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America Will Hays, who called the history of the 
industry an ―‘Arabian nights tale‘‖ that ―‘no story ever written for the screen is half so dramatic 
as the story of the screen itself.‘‖ 1  The story of the film industry, Olimsky therefore went on to 
conclude, was not only a fantastic tale in itself but was also a transnational one—from its very 
beginning.  In the earliest years, Germans had little money to invest in production, and most of 
their films came from France, Italy and later Denmark, while directors and actors from 
Germany‘s theater scene worked in films for ―a few Groschen.‖ Yet by 1930 Olimisky estimated 
that every week 300 million people worldwide saw a newsreel and 250 million saw another film, 
among them significant German productions.  In the thirty-five years since its first iteration, 
German film—despite war, isolation, political turmoil and international competition—belonged 
to a world industry. 
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 Despite Olimsky‘s initial suggestion that there was a magical quality to the rapid 
expansion of the film industry in general and Germany‘s part in particular, he himself was 
interested in uncovering some of the practical, historical dimensions that shaped the 
contemporary industry, including Germany‘s continued interaction with the United States.   
Indeed, Olimsky—like many commentators on the film industry in the 1920s and 30s—was 
keenly aware of the significance of the world industry and the United States‘ increasingly 
prominent role within it: ―The American industry contributes 60% of the world‘s film 
production, and yet 90% of the films shown in the world are American productions.‖  And while 
there was hope for non-American industries—he cited Japan and India as places in which local 
industries were successfully developing—he suggested that the American industry posed two 
significant risks for German filmmakers.  The first was that ―a few resourceful Americans 
reached the idea that they could profit from the German monetary collapse by making cheap 
films in Germany;‖ the second was that Americans could convince German filmmakers to go to 
Hollywood, thus ―robbing the German industry of significant powers.‖2  He therefore warned the 
German industry to be mindful of the ―American danger.‖ 
 Exactly how ―dangerous‖ the American film industry was to its competitors is difficult to 
calculate, largely because there are a variety of issues to consider in assessing the damage 
Hollywood did to foreign industries.  It is indisputable that American companies dominated both 
international distribution and financial capital—using one to enable the other—and for this 
reason, Hollywood certainly had wide reaching influence even in the 1920s.  When considering 
the artistic consequences of Germans going to Hollywood—and American companies working in 
Germany—it is possible to argue, as Lotte Eisner did that ―commercially successful American 
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cinema had begun to make the box-office paramount‖ and that this in turn might explain ―how 
the German artistic cinema came to renounce the very qualities that gave it value.‖3  However, 
this perspective works best when one links German cinema to Expressionism, as Eisner did, 
overlooking works from of the second half of the decade that were both artistic and commercial 
successes—and in many cases influenced by German interactions with the American industry.4  
Other scholars, like Ruth Vasey, echoing Olimsky, have argued that ―when Hollywood 
producers poached acting talent from other national industries, they not only weakened their 
competitors but also recruited the affections and loyalties of foreign populations.‖5  It is true that 
Hollywood was successful internationally, partly because it drew upon some of the most talented 
filmmakers in the world. Yet Vasey overlooks the larger consequences of this trend: that 
Hollywood was shaping itself to suit foreign as well as domestic needs—and was willing to fold 
key international figures into its system to satiate world audiences.  Hollywood did not simply 
pillage other national industries but rather made reconciling national and international priorities 
one of is foremost concerns.  Further, German filmmakers went willingly to California in the 
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1920s largely because they saw the potential benefit (both personal and professional) of working 
internationally.  Some stayed and others returned to Germany depending on how this 
international system fit their individual goals.
6
  The ―American danger‖ remained in many ways 
a matter of perspective. 
 Perhaps the most astute observation comes from the film historian Thomas Saunders who 
states in his 1994 work Hollywood in Berlin that ―[b]e it French, German, British, Italian or even 
Soviet, the culture of interwar cinema was first and foremost American.‖   However, ―[w]hether 
Hollywood bypassed or associated with existing German companies, its penetration served 
German as well as American interests.‖7  Contrary to contemporary alarmist perspectives like 
Olimisky‘s that viewed increasing American industrial hegemony as threatening to German 
culture, Saunders demonstrates that while American cinema was undeniably significant on an 
international scale, Germans worked hard to maintain an industry that was nationally distinct, 
profiting from American methods and capital, but remaining undeniably German.  Saunders‘s 
work can be considered the authoritative text on German-American cinematic relations in the 
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Weimar period, and though his analysis is primarily industrial, he acknowledges that there were 
cultural as well as economic stakes in this project.
8
   
 Along with these economic and cultural concerns, there was also a diplomatic potential 
that commentators saw tied to postwar German film.
9
  In 1921 Hans Ulrich Dörp of the 
Allgemeine Kino-Börse suggested that ―this year after a vast expanse of time, we now finally join 
all the other nations in ‗peace‘ and the new [German] films, eagerly awaited, can finally be 
exported for display.‖10  This was important not only because it meant that German films could 
make money abroad but also because this situation allowed ―the world an opportunity to build an 
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opinion of German film,‖ that these films and their producers were ―agents of German-ness 
[Deutschtums] amongst the foreigners [Fremde].‖   This long-awaited opportunity was the result 
of German-American collaboration, and while clearly not everyone was as optimistic about 
German-American interactions, Dörp viewed this as a unique opportunity for the advancement of 
German ideas on an international scale, ―producing something truly great with American money 
and German spirit.‖ These films were not simply a means for audiences to escape the bleak 
postwar German landscape, though as filmmakers traveled in America—as in India—they 
continued to relay their experiences back to German audiences through their films and in writing.  
Rather, these associations were a way to build real relationships that allowed individual Germans 
to profit through their interaction with foreign industries and for the world to see the best of 
Germany though cinematic exports and transnational collaborations.   
 Clearly not everyone shared Dörp‘s optimism; German-American cooperative efforts led 
the Lichtbild-Bühne to ask whether or not this amounted to ―foreign infiltration 
[Überfremdung].‖11  Nor were all the promises of the film alliance made with German talent and 
American capital realized, as many of these associations were designed to further American 
ambitions over German ones: American companies exported far more films than they imported, 
preferring instead, as Olimsky suggested, to bring key German filmmakers into their own studios 
in Hollywood.  Indeed, the collaborations between German and American filmmakers would 
precipitate over a decade of discussion over not only Germany‘s relationship with the United 
States but also the issue, as the Film-Kurier put it, ―national or international production…?‖ 
categories that were, as they noted, no longer limited to ―high politics‖ but which made up the 
new domain of ―film politics [Filmpolitik]‖ as well.  Unlike Dörp, who believed that the 
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collaborations between the United States and Germany resulted in greater opportunity for key 
German filmmakers, the Film Kurier concluded that ―internationalism in German [film] studios 
is a hallmark of artistic impotence.‖12  Thus in the volatile postwar period, ―film politics‖ had 
high stakes, whichever perspective one took: the opportunity to use American resources to make 
Germany a world player or the need to shun American influence and make a purer domestic 
product insulated from outside control. 
 The question of national image made these options even more complicated.  One of the 
primary concerns of the Indian Cinematograph Committee was the idea of national 
―misrepresentation,‖ errors in films made abroad that perpetuated negative images in religious, 
historical or even moral arenas.  Even though certain German films rendering Indians were 
among those they found most offensive, the ICC was so keenly aware of this problem that they 
even discussed ―the misrepresentation of Germany in India,‖ an issue that they suggested 
German representatives in India had made efforts to reverse and that they themselves should 
combat whenever possible.
13
  Unlike the ICC and its witnesses who were mostly concerned with 
larger racial and religious misrepresentations, as in In the Clutches of the Hindu (1920), much of 
the concern over German images came from American, French, British and Soviet war films 
depicting Germans as brutal, cowardly or both.   Both Germans and Indians were concerned 
about the way other nations viewed them and were more narrowly focused on those 
representations available through cinema, disseminated internationally and largely outside their 
control.  The irony of Germans creating fantastic—and oftentimes offensive—images of Indians 
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and then objecting to images of Germans created by foreign filmmakers that were on display in 
India was largely lost on German commentators.  Yet ICC brought this full circle.  Both 
Germans and Indians felt they must contribute to international cinema—both through 
collaboration and through exporting film abroad—because it was the only way to combat these 
damaging images at home and around the world.    
 In the immediate post-war period Germans struggled to keep up with the United States in 
terms of both production and distribution—and felt themselves very often fighting an uphill 
battle to keep from becoming culturally subordinated to the United States.  However, the 
implicitly and unavoidably transnational nature of the film industry meant that the isolation of 
the war years was not only untenable but undeniably undesirable.  Germany‘s interest in 
exporting films to India, the United States and other places around the world suggests that at an 
industrial as well as a cultural level, producing films that were viable outside of Germany was 
the key to remaining competitive. Further, though the larger implications were largely left 
unstated, this competition was often expressed in obliquely imperial terms like the ―German 
colony in America,‖ the ―European invasion‖ and German ―pioneers‖ of California, linking 
international cinematic success to German expansion.  However, the ambition of seeking out 
places to export film while avoiding becoming an American outpost required more than 
nationalist rhetoric.  The Germans, unable to appropriate the Indian industry, attempted 
instead—at least in individual cases—to focus on cooperative efforts.  Yet the power dynamic 
between Germany and the United States, both politically and cinematically, was profoundly 
different.  Rather than a potential political and cultural ally, the United States as one of the 
victorious Allies loomed large as a predatory power with the resources and determination to 
achieve cultural and industrial hegemony, all the while making attractive cooperative offers to 
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key individuals on its own terms.  It was therefore not surprising that German observers like 
Olimsky reacted with alarm to American interests in Germany.  Yet, even as they were tempered 
by competition, partnerships with Americans still offered Germans a means to excel—a way to 
travel through film and a means to make Germany relevant on a global scale.    
 
Contested Partnerships: Hollywood comes to Berlin 
As early as 1920, American production companies—notably Goldwyn, Universal, and Famous 
Players—had been investigating how they could use Germany and German companies to 
increase revenue.  Inflation made Germany a lucrative place for investment in film production, 
and over the course of the 1920s Germans and Americans entered into a series of partnerships 
and cooperative efforts, with varying degrees of success.  Regardless of the outcome, however, 
the stakes were not simply financial, as these negotiations clearly reflected German attempts to 
find their place in both cultural and diplomatic arenas in the wake of the war.  Even Hans-Ulrich 
Dörp, largely effusive about German-American interaction and its redemptive potential for 
German culture on a global stage, let his frustration with Germany‘s position show, casting the 
German film industry in terms of stifled international relations.  He suggested that the ―entente 
countries,‖ particularly England, France and Italy were systematically working to subvert 
German interests in exporting their films, not only in their own countries but in places like 
Hungary and even Austria.  While he also pointed out the imbalance with America, particularly 
in the wake of the Fordney-McCumber Tariff bill, limiting imports of all types into the United 
States, the real damage was being done by the other European nations and their aggressive stance 
towards Germany [―deutschfeindlichen Pläne.‖]14  One of the solutions to this problem was to 
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 Hans-Ulrich Dörp, ―Der deutsche Filmexport,‖ Allgemeine Kino-Börse 9, no. 35 (1921): 1-2. 
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build ties with other markets, like Scandinavia and South America. Yet another way to deal with 
political as well as cultural isolation was to work within the American system.  Germans 
continued to debate whether working with American companies represented a subordination of 
German interests, but collaborative efforts undoubtedly opened up financial and artistic 
opportunities for individual filmmakers and ultimately the constituents they served.   
 One such partnership, instituted in April of 1921 under the supervision of the German-
American agents of Famous Players, Ben Blumenthall and Sam Rachmann, was the European 
Film Alliance or EFA.  Acquiring the most modern studios, the most formidable actors and 
directors, Lubitsch, May, Reinhardt, Negri—and even Paul Davidson Ufa‘s leading production 
chief and Carl Bratz, a member of the Ufa‘s board of directors—and relying on Famous Players‘ 
international network of distribution, EFA had the potential to become a model of international 
collaboration.  Though the German company Ufa declined a formal contract with Famous 
Players to collaborate on production and distribution, American interest—and capital—allowed 
German filmmakers the opportunity to operate on a grand scale.  Films like Lubitsch‘s Weib des 
Pharao (Wife of the Pharaoh) and Joe May‘s Indische Grabmal (The Indian Tomb), though 
distinctly German, were able to be ambitious, high-budget productions because of the financial 
backing of American corporations.  Further, individual directors like Lubitsch and May were 
able to found their own production companies, allowing them a creative license that resulted in 
innovative (if not always well realized) endeavors.
15
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 This included May‘s 1921 vision of Grabmal/Tiger as discussed in chapter 1.  Hans Michael 
Bock, ―Ein Instinkt und Zahlenmensch: Joe May als Produzent und Regisseur in Deutschland,‖ 
in Joe May: Regisseur und Produzent, eds. Hans-Michael Bock and Claudia Lenssen (München: 
edition text + kritik, 1991), 133-134 and Saunders, Hollywood in Berlin, 60-63. 
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The program for May‘s Grabmal published in October 1921 explained the formation of 
EFA for viewers, dedicating an entire page to the ins and outs of May‘s association with Famous 
Players.  It opened by explaining how in April of 1921 Adolph Zuckor, president of Famous 
Players, approached some of the pillars of the German film community about collaboration, 
including work with Lubitsch and May.  This work, particularly in the case of May, would 
provide a framework in which May‘s ―great creative power and brilliant imagination could come 
to life.‖  This was, in theory, a means of reconciling the national with the international: ―the 
capital, which American efforts made available to Ufa, should serve to create masterpieces of 
German direction with German artists, German architects, German spirit and German 
technology.‖16   Yet ultimately the stakes were even higher than the creation of German 
masterpieces, as the association with Famous Players offered something even more desirable 
than free artistic license.  It stated, ―The alliance with the organization of Famous Players-Lasky 
Corporation should guarantee that the finished German product would make its way to the world 
market and especially to the trans-Atlantic market.‖  Thus the real selling point of the EFA 
agreement was its ―importance to the young German export industry.‖  Though May‘s Grabmal 
(nor indeed any of his EFA works) was not particularly successful in the United States, 
rhetorically, EFA centered on Germany‘s potential place in the international cinematic order: its 
relationship with the United States, while fraught with the peril of cultural imperialism, was also 
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 Film program for Das Indische Grabmal, BFM: Indische Grabmal, Das 4537 1. Teil: Die 
Sendung des Joghi 1921G R: Joe May. 
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the key to succeeding outside Germany and ultimately sending German ideas—and films—
abroad.
17
  
 Thomas Saunders suggests that there was an ambivalence towards EFA in Germany, that 
―EFA offered badly needed international acceptance and prestige for an industry still suffering 
from international suspicions inflamed by the war…yet the prospect of American moguls buying 
up German talent and with it the future of German cinema caused concern.‖18  Yet, rather than 
ambivalence this initial post-war collaboration produced two conflicting—and in many ways 
equally powerful—assessments.   The first was fear of cinematic imperialism, that the United 
States would somehow begin interfering in German culture and by extension its way of life.  The 
second was pride in the work of individuals in the German industry who were able to catch the 
attention of the top film producers in the world, a testament to their (and Germany‘s) innovation 
and vision.  While Saunders also notes that the Germans took some pleasure in the failure of 
EFA because it meant that it would take more than just financial clout to overwhelm—or 
undermine—the German industry, the intersection of the two industries in the early 1920s 
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 Conversely Doris Wittner of the periodical Roland lamented that all the bells and whistles 
included in this film may actually have been because the film was not expressly intended for 
German consumption, that ―furthermore a negative of this ‗blockbuster‘  is that it was produced 
from the start expressly for America,‖ which, given the infusion of American capital in Joe 
May‘s production company and the goal of making profits by mining foreign markets especially 
the American one may have been a valid criticism, even if Grabmal never truly became an 
international sensation. Doris Wittner, ―Grosstamprtage des Films‖Roland 19, no 43, (1921): 12-
13.  
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 Thomas Saunders , Hollywood in Berlin, 60-62. 
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illustrates the perpetual negotiations between the German and American film industries which 
ultimately resulted in increasing—rather than abating—international collaboration.   
 This is particularly manifest in Olimsky‘s second concern over American interaction with 
Germany in the 1920s, that the Americans were ―robbing‖ the German industry of its top 
talent—not simply by underwriting their German endeavors but also by persuading them to leave 
Germany altogether and work in Hollywood.  Nor was Olimsky alone in drawing these 
conclusions about the dynamic between German filmmakers and their adoptive homelands.  
California‘s climate led to convenient metaphors of German filmmakers wandering in exile in 
the desert and converged with the idea that the environment of California [kalifornische 
Geisteswüstenklima] stripped German filmmakers of their artistic souls.
19
  However the real 
issue, as German commentators saw it, was that Germany could not compete with American 
financial resources, and thus key pillars of the German community would be lost forever: 
―America, with its superior financial resources, likes to buy for itself only our best…there they 
are uprooted from their old culture: they will fail or they will become, as Lubitsch did: 
completely one hundred percent American, under Americans…under new masters.‖20  The 
Americans, in all these perspectives, were consciously and systematically depriving Germany of 
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 ―Deutsche Filmfürsten im Exil,‖ Lichtbild Bühne 19, no. 107, (1926): 1-2. 
20
 Georg Mendel, ―Deutscher Ausverkauf?‖ Lichtbild Bühne 19, no. 56, (1926): 1. See also 
Kreimeier, Die Ufa-Story, 146; ―Auszug und Nachwuchs,‖ Kinematograph 20, no. 999 (1926): 
9–10; ―Europa wird geplündert,‖ Film-Journal, 8 October 1926; and  Gregor Rabinovitsch, 
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its most important filmmakers and by extension their potential to earn Germany international 
recognition, as well as preserving German culture at home.
21
 
 Therefore, unsurprisingly, when in 1922 Ernst Lubitsch, at the invitation of Mary 
Pickford, departed for the United States, he began a trend in which dozens of German 
filmmakers—Pola Negri, Emil Jannings, Erich von Stroheim, Hans Kraly, Lulu Pick, Paul Leni, 
and Fritz Lang, among many others—visited or emigrated to the United States.  There was both 
consternation and excitement in Germany about the prospects of Germans making films in the 
United States.  The Allgemeine Kino-Börse published an article in February 1922 explaining the 
travels of Lubitsch and the prominent production chief Paul Davidson to the film public, noting 
that much had been made of these individuals‘ travels—and rightly so, as they had great 
significance for the German film industry.  In addition to the benefits to the individuals 
themselves, the film industry as a whole directly benefited from German filmmakers working 
and traveling in the United States, suggesting, ―Our German film industry is always eager to 
learn…and the whole series of new impressions brought forward by both travelers are very 
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 The study of German filmmakers in the United States in the 1920s  has been largely 
overlooked until very recently, as the 1920s have been eclipsed by the huge number of Germans 
who fled to California after 1933.  Thomas Elsaesser was amongst the first to argue that the 
1920s must be included in any consideration of Germans in Hollywood, although he too largely 
links them with the ―diaspora community‖ that was necessitated by the Nazis rather than 
exploring their particular relevance to Germany in the 1920s. Thomas Elsaesser, ―Authenticity 
and Exile: a Counterfeit Trade? German Filmmakers and Hollywood,‖ in Home, Exile, 
Homeland: Film Media and the Politics of Place, ed. Hamid Naficy (New York: Routledge, 
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interesting for our film people.‖ These observations ranged from seeing how audiences 
interacted with certain film stars—Harold Lloyd, Tom Mix, Charlie Chaplin—to how film was 
processed and copied, artistic and technological details that could aid in the production of 
German film.  Even more importantly, there was a diplomatic dimension to German filmmakers‘ 
travels, that ―President Harding himself had the desire to personally meet both these delegates of 
the German film industry.‖22  Thus, though there was also consternation at the loss of German 
filmmaking talent over the course of the 1920s, both at its inception and throughout the 1920s, 
there was optimism over the prospects of making Germany a world player through its the film 
industry: sending German emissaries from the film industry to the United States to begin 
building the foundations of collaborations that were mutually beneficial.     
 That it was Lubitsch who first made this transition was no accident.  By 1922, Lubitsch 
had attained international success and was one of the most influential German filmmakers 
working in Berlin; his ambitious, high budget, large-scale productions like Anna Boleyn and 
Madame Dubarry were among the first (and only) German films to meet with wide-ranging 
international success. Born in Berlin‘s Schönhauser Allee, Lubitsch began his career on the 
German stage, playing minor roles while working under Max Reinhardt.  His first success came 
within Keintopp, the German nickelodeon, where he established a comic personality—―a Jewish 
stock type‖—named Meyer.23  From there he entered into script-writing, working mainly with 
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 Hans-Ulrich Dörp, ―Die Bedeutung der Amerikareise von Davidson und Lubitsch,‖ 
Allgemeine Kino-Börse 12, no. 7 (1922): 109-110. 
23
 Herman G. Weinberg, The Lubitsch Touch, A Critical Study (New York: Dover Publications 
Inc, 1968), 11-13.  The Jewish role in German film before 1933 still merits much more intensive 
investigation.  While on the one hand both Jews—like Lubitsch—and non-Jews worked with  
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comedy until the outbreak of the First World War.  During the war he came to believe he would 
have to start writing more varied parts for himself if he wanted to continue being funny, and 
working for Union-Film, Lubitsch found himself not only writing and acting, but also directing.  
His comedies were short, slapstick pieces, and he produced them in rapid succession throughout 
the war.  After the war, however, Lubitsch began directing longer, more serious films, including 
Anna Boleyn and Madame Dubarry.  However, by 1919 and his feature length comedy The 
Oyster Princess, Lubitsch was already demonstrating his talent for satirical as well as physical 
comedy—sophisticated social commentaries with likeable but deeply flawed characters—and 
began demonstrating his distinctive style that was later internationally known as ―the Lubitsch 
touch.‖24  
                                                                                                                                                             
Jewish stereotypes, on the other, Jewish filmmakers were among the most successful in the 
German industry, making a wide range of truly innovative films and contributing heavily to the 
artistic trends that came to represent German film as a whole.  See Andrew G. Bonnell, Shylock 
in Germany: Antisemitism and the German Theatre from Enlightenment to the Nazis (New York: 
I. B. Tauris. 2008); Vibeke Rützou Petersen, ―The Best of Both Worlds? Jewish Representations 
of Assimilation, Self, and Other in Weimar Popular Fiction,‖ The German Quarterly 68, no. 2 
(Spring, 1995), 160-173.  
24
 Billy Wilder, Lubitsch‘s friend and colleague—and himself a student of Lubitsch‘s comic 
style—described the Lubitisch touch at an AFI Harold Lloyd Master Seminar in 1976 by 
discussing the opening scene of Lubitsch‘s 1931 The Smiling Lieutenant.  He suggests that only 
Lubitsch could create such a tastefully rendered but profoundly funny love triangle, the audience 
seeing only the comings and goings from an otherwise closed door.  The AFI has posted this 
footage at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7jOVRKzwURY  Nora Henry among other 
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 Lubitsch, with his signature cigar and witty, innovative style, became an icon of German 
film just as his success became a symbol of German cinematic achievement.   His move to the 
United States illustrated Hollywood‘s active interest in German cinema as well as German 
cinematic potential on an international scale.  Yet his departure also suggested that the United 
States was winning; in attracting Lubitsch they were exercising their superior means in cornering 
the best resources for making successful films.  Indeed by December of 1924 the Film Kurier 
noted both these ideas in tandem, suggesting that Lubitsch‘s Three Women was a work of genius 
that warranted multiple viewings and for this reason it was successful not only in the United 
States but also in Germany, making it ―so great a success‖ that one could have ―pride [in it] as a 
German.‖   Yet simultaneously the reviewer lamented that Lubitsch was lost to the United States: 
―It is without question that today the German film industry would be much further along if it had 
another Ernst Lubitsch.  But the dollar is all-powerful, and I fear that the few directors who 
remain with us will not be able to withstand offers of gold.  I have it on good authority that film 
magnates are on the road to Europe to begin negotiations with three of our best directors.‖25  
Lubitsch may have had the easiest time in making the transition—thanks in large part to his 
                                                                                                                                                             
scholars of film have traced a direct line between Lubtisch, Erich von Stroheim and Billy Wilder 
that is evident not only in their cinematic styles but also their personal relationships.  Nora 
Henry, Ethics and Social Criticism in the Hollywood Films of Erich von Stroheim, Ernst 
Lubitsch, and Billy Wilder (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2001). 
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 ―Amerikanische Filmchronik,‖ Film Kurier 6, no. 306 (1924): 1. Of the three directors 
mentioned in this article—Lang, Murnau and Dupont—two, Murnau and Dupont went to work 
in Hollywood by the end of the 1920s and Lang, who visited the US several times, emigrated 
permanently after 1933. 
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versatility and his talent for innovation—but Germans were keenly aware that others would 
eventually follow, and while this meant great things, including the coveted international 
successes, it also meant that these individuals were no longer strictly contributing to the 
―German film industry.‖26 
 Though the industrial connections between Germany and the United States had key 
figures on both sides of the Atlantic that both acted as icons of the collaborative process (like 
Lubitsch) and spearheaded the collaborative endeavors, including Zuckor, Rachmann, and 
Blumenthal, one of the most well publicized figures in Germany was the German-American 
president of Universal Films, Carl Laemmle.  Laemmle is now better known for his participation 
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 The anxiety over German filmmakers working in America mirrored larger concerns about 
German-Americans more broadly, namely the ―tenuous hold of German culture upon its own 
people,‖ particularly as Germans immigrated to the United States.  The war intensified these 
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Bonds of Loyalty: German Americans and World War I (De Kalb: Northern Illinois University 
Press, 1974). 
172 
 
in another intersection of film and politics, assisting German filmmakers flee the Nazis.  Yet 
Laemmle had a public persona in Germany before 1933 which reflected the duel tensions in the 
early aspects of German-American association.  Referred to as ―Uncle Carl‖ both affectionately 
and ironically, Laemmle‘s connections to Germany were continuous throughout the 1920s and 
carefully calculated.  Clearly opinions of Laemmle changed over time.  Yet that he was a ―nice 
man‖ who ―at first glance…looked like a real American‖ never obscured the idea that Germany 
was Laemmle‘s homeland. Furthermore, not only did he offer both food and money to German 
charities, but he also offered his political clout on behalf of Germany: ―Where he can, Laemmle 
also takes up the interests of Germany; for this reason he appealed to the President in the 
Zeppelin affair that the aircraft would not be destroyed and Coolidge‘s detailed response quoted 
Laemmle‘s testimony.‖27   Laemmle was certainly not the only German-American in the 
American industry.  Yet,  he was in the unique position of being a foundational part of the 
American industry, as well as an individual who, despite his long tenure in the United States, 
emigrating in 1884, intentionally retained his ties not simply to the German film industry but to 
Germany more broadly.    
 On his frequent visits to his hometown of Laupheim, Laemmle spoke extensively to the 
press about not only his philanthropic endeavors in assisting the people of Württemberg, but also 
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 Obviously this does not refer to the 1937 Hindenburg disaster but rather to an earlier 
negotiation that took place in 1924 for an American contract for German engineers to build 
commercial zeppelins for use in the United States.  After an earlier British model crashed, there 
was some trepidation as to commissioning German-made crafts, which would necessarily have to 
be transported across the Atlantic.  However, the zeppelin made the voyage successfully on 
October 12, 1924, to great celebration, with President Coolidge among the waiting crowd.   
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his impressions of the international film industry.
28
  Thus Laemmle also gained a reputation for 
his consistent outspoken criticism of the German film companies, particularly the mindset 
amongst many of their leaders that Germans could somehow take the high road when it came to 
making artistic rather than commercial films.  When asked what he thought about the German 
film industry, Laemmle responded:  
 
 I hope that you are asking for my open and honest opinion without expecting any 
 flattering speeches…The biggest mistake the German film industry is making in my 
 opinion, is that it either can‘t see or refuses to believe its mistakes otherwise it would 
 have long ago profited from the experiences of the American industry rather than always 
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 Though born in the Jewish quarter of Laupheim, Laemmle, like other Jewish film moguls in 
the United States like Jesse Lasky, Adolph Zuckor, Marcus Loew and Louis B. Mayer, were not 
religious practicing Jews.   While his religious and cultural identity may have played a part in his 
attachment to his hometown, it did not appear to have any influence on his studio: the 
filmmakers he hired or the values his films espoused.  Norbert Max Samuelson, An Introduction 
to Modern Jewish Philosophy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 38.  This is 
not to say that Hollywood refused to depict Jewish life on the screen; however by the 1920s most 
of these films depicted ―acculturated Jews‖ in stories about love and romance.  One notable 
exception was Universal‘s Surrender (1927), which, set in Austria in 1914, deals with Jewish 
harassment at the hands of both the Russians and the Austrian army.  This film in particular 
would suggest Laemmle‘s sympathy towards this sort of story, even if these types of films were 
not the primary focus of his studio.  Patricia Erens, The Jews in American Cinema (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press: 1984), 97-99.  
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 with such artistic pride viewing the Americans against the alleged superiority of German 
 films. I have great respect for Fritz Lang‘s Nibelungen, make no mistake.  But the 
 German producers have to finally realize that we don‘t work for our own personal 
 preferences, nor for a circle of artistic developers who produce intellectual films; rather 
 we rely on big, international productions.
29
   
 
Laemmle gained a reputation not only for his generosity but also for his candor, expressing 
opinions that, while seemingly sound advice for German filmmakers, were taken as criticisms of 
Germany, given his American interests.   
 These American interests were also seen as dangerous, not simply because they seemed 
focused on making money at the expense of art, but also because they weakened German 
companies‘ own prospects for film production.  In late 1925, Laemmle‘s Universal provided a 
$275,000 loan to Ufa, and in turn, Ufa committed to showing fifty Universal films in its German 
theaters, a percentage of the total films shown in Germany high enough that it was seen to 
seriously undercut Ufa‘s own endeavors. 30  Thus, Laemmle‘s opinions could also be read as a 
desire to subordinate German priorities to American ones, given his aggressive business model 
that helped to salvage Ufa‘s shaky finances but also advanced his own company‘s position in 
Germany.  Laemmle‘s dedication to Germany was indisputable, but his vision of the German 
film industry and its necessary future remained troublesome—perhaps because as both an insider 
and an outsider, he saw the situation so clearly. 
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 It is perhaps partially for this reason that Der Film dubbed Laemmle ―the Napoleon of the 
film industry,‖ suggesting that Laemmle not only took over territory, bringing a diverse and 
cosmopolitan group of talented individuals under his direction, but also that he was very, very 
good at what he did—turning modest origins into a vast empire.  Yet Der Film fell short of using 
the Napoleonic reference pejoratively.  Rather they invoked both his modest beginnings and his 
preeminent position in the international film industry as a testament to his hard work and 
international vision, beginning by stating that his first stop in every trip to Germany was 
Laupheim, ―where his heart resides‖ but ultimately lauding his ―Universal Film City‖ which 
housed the best of not only European talent—from Germany, France, Spain and Vienna—but 
also from ―Asia, Africa, and Australia.‖  Yet always, the crucial dimension to Laemmle‘s 
importance was his role as a link in the chain between Germany and the United States 
―especially in the film industry.‖31 
 In addition to reviews, import and export statistics, and film news, the trade journals and 
film publications also published poems and other soft literary pieces, sometimes centered on 
individuals within the film industry.  A poem entitled ―The World Film God‖ [Der Weltfilmgott] 
illustrated the tension implicit in Laemmle‘s position as a giant in the international industry and 
what that international industry meant for Germany.  While it definitely paid deference to 
Laemmle‘s success and his position at the head of an impressive empire, it also ironically 
engaged with how Laemmle got this position in the first place, casting him as both sympathetic 
to Germany‘s troubles and willing to profit from them.  It stated ―Herr Laemmle in America/ 
Said one beautiful day: Ha!/I read in a letter/That over in Germany it‘s gone awry/The poor boys 
have troubles/So I must lend them something.‖  So Laemmle ―came over the giant pond‖ riding a 
                                                 
31
 ―Der Napoleon der Filmindustrie,‖ Der Film 10, no 28, (1925): 14. 
176 
 
wave of ―schemes and words,‖  ―He says this and he says that/From him great enthusiasm/For 
German art, yet at the same time/He forgets, the dollar-pieces/It is necessary to cough up/The 
whole day/ He thinks only on the supply contract…He shakes his head: ‗How dumb!/ They buy 
my nonsense why?‘...And while his hunger isn‘t satiated/ He sprinkles forcefulness and 
ferociousness/As newly appointed World Film God.‖32  The caricature of Laemmle also 
maligned the European industry specifically stating, ―‗Berlin? Paris? Yes I have to laugh!/It‘s 
only garbage that they make!‘‖  The figure of Laemmle in this poem was both invested and 
disinterested in making art—particularly German art—while he simultaneously wanted ―what‘s 
best for Ufa‖ and to take over Europe.  The complexity of this figure, even in lampoon form, 
directly reflected the multifaceted relationships between Germany and the United States, 
inspiring pity and needing dollars, but also invested in preventing ―directors and poets‖ 
becoming ―unlettered by the bank.‖  Uncle Carl worked in this role because he was so obviously 
invested in the German people and yet ultimately was willing to do what it took to further the 
interests of his own American company, even if this was seen in Germany as being detrimental 
to the German industry.  
 Nor were Laemmle‘s attempts to coordinate American interests with German filmmaking 
the only cooperative efforts instigated by American companies.  In December 1925, the 
American companies Famous Players (Paramount) and Metro, reached an agreement with the 
German Ufa, founding the mutual distribution company Parufamet.  The partnership between 
Paramount, MGM and Ufa was clearly unequal: Ufa put up 50% of the costs while Paramount 
and MGM each contributed 25%.  Further, a $4 million loan that was to accompany the 
distribution agreement had an interest rate of 7.5% and effectively worked to mortgage the Ufa 
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office building on the Potsdammer Platz—and indeed the agreement came to a conclusive close 
when Ufa under the new leadership of Hugenberg sold the property it had used as collateral and 
used the money from the sale to repay the loan.
 33
   And, as Jürgen Spiker and others have noted, 
the contracts between Ufa and American production companies allowed American companies to 
collect nearly half of all the rental fees available in Germany, while retaining relative autonomy 
over which films were shown in the United States.   
 However, while the Parufamet agreement was lopsided and born of Ufa‘s financial 
troubles, it also provided German filmmakers with new opportunities.  It is true that the 
agreement allowed for American companies to import far more films into Germany than 
Germany ever exported to the United States: Ufa agreed to take twenty films a year from each of 
its partners and reserve 75% of its showing time for them in Ufa affiliated theaters while the 
Paramount and MGM agreed to take only ten from Ufa and only if they ―suited the taste of 
American movie goers.‖ 34  Yet, in addition to much needed capital for Ufa, Parufamet did 
guarantee German distribution in America for the first time.  Further, though there was 
dissatisfaction with the uneven nature of the agreement, with the potential to export only one 
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film for every four that were imported, these proportions were substantially greater than any that 
had preceded them.   Parufamet provided a small but substantial opening in the American market 
for German films, offering the first opportunity in which well-established American companies 
had ever committed themselves to distribute an annual quota of German films—even if these 
films were subject to approval from the companies who agreed to distribute them.
35
   
 Like EFA—and even Ufa‘s arrangement with Laemmle‘s Universal—the Parufamet 
agreement was seen as potentially dangerous to German culture even as it provided necessary 
and otherwise unattainable opportunities. Though the departure of Ernst Lubitsch and the 
collapse of the EFA precipitated stern (if dispersed) evaluations of the relationship between 
Germany and the United States, the Parufamet agreement, which coincided with what was seen 
as a mass exodus of German cinematic talent for Hollywood, brought discussions of the 
American influence on German film firmly into the spotlight.  The agreement and its uneven 
terms precipitated a serious debate as to the role the United States played in Germany and the 
way in which German film should or should not distinguish itself from its international 
competitors and collaborators, particularly when companies like Paramount, MGM, and 
Universal were simultaneously both. 
 In 1926 the Lichtbild Bühne published a special edition devoted to the subject of German 
and American collaboration.  It allowed authorities from throughout the two industries to address 
the problems and opportunities they felt were inherent in the closer association of the two 
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industries in the wake of the Parufamet agreement.  It prefaced these assessments with its own, 
stating that ―film is by its nature [never] produced along national means of expression…In fact, 
that it can be consumed uniformly by all peoples establishes its international character.‖  Not 
only was film inherently international, but the Lichtbild Bühne suggested that the national self-
interests of both Germany and the United States like those during and immediately following the 
war were ―unhealthy.‖ Yet the piece also noted the disparity in the relationship between 
Germany and the United States, highlighting the friendliness with which Germans had treated 
American products but also emphasizing the fact that ―since the end of the World War, hardly 
more than ten German films have appeared on the North American market.‖ 
  However, the Lichtbild Bühne chose to be optimistic about the ―Ufa-Famous-Players-
Metro-Goldwyn-contract,‖ or at least to emphasize the silver lining ―that for the first time since 
the end of the war a quota of ten German films are guaranteed admittance in America.‖  Thus it 
was able to conclude that because there were ―such strong parallels in interests‖ that ―the time 
has finally come for the film association between Germany and America to be diverted to new 
channels so that they can become ever stronger‖ and ultimately ―be on par with global 
economies.‖36  This sentiment was reiterated by Ufa‘s chairman of the board, E. G. von Stauss 
who invoked the end of the lost war and the occupation of the Ruhr in suggesting that the 
German film industry must form a closer alliance with the United States not for financial reasons 
but because, ―[t]here is no better way to bring people together…than an exchange of the works 
of the national film industries.‖37  Though the Parufamet agreement was obviously about money, 
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 Deutschland-Amerika, (Berlin: Verlag der Lichtbild Bühne, 1926). 
37
 E.G. von Stauss, ―Locarno des Films,‖ Deutschland-Amerika, (Berlin: Verlag der Lichtbild 
Bühne, 1926).  
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the appeal to closer international friendship through an exchange of ―conventions and customs‖ 
suggested that both sides would be learning about and from the other and included Germany as 
an agent in the exchange rather than a subordinate, passive recipient of American ideals. Thus, 
while the Lichtbild Bühne and the Ufa executives might not have had much choice but to be 
cautiously optimistic, their assessments suggested that there was a real desire to interact with 
foreign industries—even the United States—especially since it meant the opportunity to become 
a major part of a world industry at a time when national influence was seen as dangerously 
elusive. 
 The perspectives the Lichtbild-Bühne then put forward were from most of the major 
players in both the German and American industries: including Adolph Zuckor, the President of 
Famous Players and one of the most consistently enthusiastic advocates of closer German-
American association, E. G. von Stauss, director of the Deutsche Bank and chairman of the 
board of Ufa, Carl Laemmle, president of Universal, E. H. Correll, director of Phoebus-Film, 
Julius Aussenberg the manager of the German subsidiary of Fox studios, and even Ludwig 
Gottschalk, the director of Filmhaus Bruckmann & Co one of the principle German distributing 
companies in the 1920s.  While it is logical that in this context all were more or less in favor of 
an inevitably international film industry, the degree to which they saw Parufamet as beneficial 
for Germany obviously varied.  Further the idea that this internationality must be achieved 
through closer ties with the United States was also under debate.   
 The Germans involved in this exchange, especially those outside the Ufa organization 
who arguably stood the most to lose in Ufa‘s decision to guarantee distribution of American 
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films, were clearly more reserved than the American enthusiasts.
38
   For example, though he 
tentatively and in a roundabout way eventually endorsed the benefits of plurality of film choices, 
E. H. Correll‘s, the director of Phoebus Film (one of Ufa‘s primary German competitors) true 
sentiment was that ―as long as we have a German public [Publikum], we don‘t need to worry 
about the German film industry,‖ a clear call to German audiences for support of a German 
national industry, even if he did later qualify this perspective by stating, ―there is no sharper 
mirror of the soul of a people than film and so there will be many different films, just as there are 
many souls of the people.‖39  Alfred Rosenthal, director of Emelka, the company that backed 
Franz Osten‘s original trip to India, was less overtly nationalistic, although he, too, allowed his 
reservations to show through in his perspective.  He suggested that the flooding of the German 
market with cheap American films was pushing out German-made films and made German 
theater owners dependent on American suppliers.  The interaction between German and 
American film companies also caused him rhetorically and with some measure of panic to ask 
whether German taste, German culture and German civilization had been so influenced by the 
American films in Germany that the German element in film has been suppressed and that ―the 
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Der Film discussed the impending Parufamet agreement by suggesting that it was welcome 
news that Phoebus under Correll was actually going in the opposite direction, concluding its 
business with the United States and encouraging German business, especially at the level of the 
theater owner.  Further, they noted that other companies, notably National under the leadership 
of Hermann Rosenfeld, were embarking on similar endeavors.  ―Deutsch-amerikansiche 
Annäherungen,‖ Der Film 10, no. 28, (1925): 12. 
39
 E. H. Correll ―Nationales-Internationales‖ Deutschland-Amerika, (Berlin: Verlag der Lichtbild 
Bühne, 1926). 
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organizations established by the German film industry might not in the future be the executors of 
a strange will and the mediator of a strange will and the agent of strange taste?!‖40   
 Yet Rosenthal, did not entirely eschew the idea of international film—indeed Emelka‘s 
Indian investments illustrated that they were profoundly interested in some form of 
transnationalism.  Instead he made the rhetorical shift from a Germany at odds with the rest of 
Europe [ausserdeutschen Europa] to a larger Europe [Gesamteuropa] including Germany and set 
vis-à-vis the US, that could somehow compete in the international film market.  Because the 
question of the ratio of American film, was ―probably equally difficult in all European 
countries,‖ the solution was ―uniform treatment of this question in the whole of Europe‖ such 
that the ―outcome of the current situation is a quiet and successful development of the 
international film market.‖  Though Rosenthal also invoked the fate of German civilization, his 
ultimate conclusion was an economic one, the solution to which he felt was more international 
collaboration but in different directions.
41
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 Alfred Rosenthal, ―Der deutsche und amerikansiche Film,‖ Deutschland-Amerika, (Berlin: 
Verlag der Lichtbild Bühne, 1926). Berthold Kuhnert in his assessment, ―Auslandsfilme in 
Deutschland,‖ makes a similar rhetorical shift from Germany to include all of Europe by stating 
―The film problem of Europe is called America.‖  And indeed Kuhnert is perhaps hardest on the 
idea of American films in Germany and most adamant in espousing largely isolationist 
mentalities, noting that the quotas for both numbers of foreign films and meters of negative 
footage nearly tripled in between the years 1921 and 1925, statistics he insists have not only an 
economic but a ―cultural meaning.‖ 
41
 There was a concerted effort to create a ―Film Europe,‖ a free market on the continent with 
reciprocal licensing agreements.  Erich Pommer was integral to this project, and while there were 
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 Though von Stauss of Ufa was obviously ultimately able to justify collaboration with 
American production companies, according to Der Film he, like Rosenthal, suggested that the 
relationship between Germany and the United States was one that must be thought of as a pan-
European issue.  Der Film reported that in his address to the Ufa board to announce the 
Parufamet agreement, he cast the decision to formalize the association with the United States as 
one in which the American film industry was able to, unlike the European countries whose 
industries were nearly annihilated by the war, thrive technologically and economically.  Thus 
when he ―mentioned Germany next to France, Italy and especially Britain,‖ he implicitly linked 
the European industries in needing to navigate the tumultuous post-war recovery.  In selling what 
might have seemed like an unappealing option made urgent by financial necessity, von Stauss 
situated Germany in a European context where he was able to make what was ultimately an 
economic, financial decision into one that also had international relevance.  Germany‘s decision 
to recognize the degree to which American films had already influenced public taste and to form 
a ―German American team‖ differentiated Germany from its neighbors in their respective paths 
to recovery.  Though he took the opposite perspective from Rosenthal, von Stauss, too, was 
justifying his perspective by dubbing it a part of the postwar recovery.  In his case, rather than 
suggesting Europe must reunify in the wake of a mutual competitor, he believed the timely 
alliance with the United States put Germany ahead of its European neighbors struggling with 
similar problems as a result of the war.   
                                                                                                                                                             
a few notable film exchanges, especially between France and Germany, the Depression and the 
advent of sound films meant that ―Film Europe‖ was effectively dead by the 1930s. Kristin 
Thompson, ―The End of the ‗Film Europe‘ Movement,‖ in History on/and/in Film, eds. T. 
O'Regan & B. Shoesmith (Perth: History & Film Association of Australia, 1987), 45-56. 
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 Unsurprisingly, this multi-faceted concern about Germans in the United States, foreign 
film in Germany and ultimately where Germany stood vis-à-vis an inevitable international 
system transcended the industrial realm and included perspectives offered to and by the 
government.  The German government had been actively protecting the German film industry 
since the end of the War, with a system in place to limited film imports.  In 1921, Germany 
instituted a ―contingent system,‖ which allowed only one American film for every German-
produced film of equal length.  In 1925, there was an attempt to better enforce the contingent 
system, and, because of the high value put on film as a means of defining culture, the restrictions 
were updated to require two German educational films for every American one.
 42
 Though this 
system had its failings—it was sporadically enforced and American companies effectively 
underwrote cheap ―contingent films‖ to increase the number of feet of film they could directly 
import—it was one of the most successful of its kind, inspiring imitation not just in places like 
India and Japan but within Europe as well.
43
  Further, in lobbying for direct tariffs, which they 
knew they could afford to pay, American film companies threatened not just the German film 
industry, but Germany as a whole, reminding them of the importance of American financial 
backing to the German government and to German industries and how devastating it would be if 
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 ―The German Quota,‖ Der Film 11, no. 2, (1926): 6. 
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 Jens Ulff-Møller, Hollywood’s Film Wars with France: Film-trade Diplomacy and the 
Emergence of the French Film Quota Policy (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2001), 
69. 
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it were cut off.
44
  The film industry, therefore, was not simply a purveyor of cultural products, 
but linked to high economic and political stakes.
45
  
 Between 1928 and 1930, the Chancellor‘s office addressed a variety of issues regarding 
foreign film.  Though the most immediate concern of the Lead Organization of the German Film 
Industry was the financial trouble of Germany‘s second largest film organization, Emelka, in 
particular that ―the sale of the majority of the Emelka-Film AG to foreign countries threatened  
German cultural interests,‖ and thus ―the the production of American mentalities in Europe‖ the 
real concern, at least for the government itself, was the fear that ―the international trend to depict 
German film as contemptible or laughable is growing.‖46 Though much of this attention centered 
around the contentious 1930 American film All Quiet on the Western Front, produced by Carl 
Laemmle and including the often uncredited efforts of Germans in Hollywood, by the end of the 
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 Louis Pizzitola extensively quotes a letter from Oscar Solbert to his boss Will Hays regarding 
a recent meeting with Erich Pommer of Ufa.  Solbert, recruited into the film industry from his 
post as an aid to Coolidge, was quite explicit in threatening Germany with political and 
diplomatic repercussions if the contingent system were not amended.   This was obviously 
resolved within the film industry, but it does suggest that on both sides of these negotiations, film 
was seen to have larger political connections.  Louis Pizzitola, Hearst over Hollywood: Power, 
Passion and Propaganda at the Movies (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 236. 
45
 It is therefore even less surprising that insecurities (as indeed the optimism) regarding the 
trend towards internationalism was expressed in obliquely militaristic terms, not just in terms of 
colonies and victories but also in terms of struggle and even war: see ―Der Kampf gegen 
Amerika: eine hoffnungslose Offensive‖ Kinematograph 19, no.  961, (1925): 9.  
46
 Letters to the Reichskanzler, March, 26 1930 and July 25, 1930, BA R/43/I 2500 (microfilm) 
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1920s there were dozens of foreign films of primarily American, British and French origin to 
which the German government formally objected as slanders against German national 
character.
47
   The primary issue with most of these films, including Charlot as a Soldier, Mons, 
and Shoulder Arms was that they intimated that there was cowardice among German soldiers or 
that they depicted German soldiers as ―stupid, cowardly and brutish.‖48  However there were also 
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 The criticism for Laemmle‘s 1931 film All Quiet on the Western Front based on Remarque‘s 
novel was certainly the most hotly contested project in Germany, precipitating the ire of not just 
German filmmakers but an array of German politicians.  Yet as early as 1921 and his Heart of 
Humanity, Laemmle was earning criticism for the way he rendered Germans.  Ludwig Seel, in an 
open letter to Laemmle, suggested that though the Americans (among whom he counted 
Laemmle) may have won the war, they had no right to depict German soldiers badly, reducing 
them to ―atrocities‖ and ―barbarity.‖   Yet ―no one understands like Laemmle…how to lampoon 
Germany, the German nation [Deutschtum] and the German Wehrmacht and drag them through 
the dirt,‖ implicitly suggesting that because Laemmle had a close relationship with Germany, he 
was in a unique position to undermine German values.  Laemmle had fans in Germany, 
especially as a successful native son who still watched over his homeland, but he did not build 
his film empire without offending others of his constituents, who, perhaps, were never going to 
accept something that was not purely ―German,‖ particularly as Laemmle, who did understand 
Germany, never felt in necessary to be gentle in his criticisms. Ludwig Seel, ―Offener Brief an 
Herrn Carl Laemmle,‖ Allgemeine Kino-Börse 9, no. 35 (1921): 671.  
48
 ―Charlot‖ was a nickname given to Charlie Chaplin, who, despite this film, was incredibly 
popular in Germany.  Indeed, Chaplin was received in Berlin with great fanfare when he visited 
in 1931. 
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at least two dozen other films that the Office of the Chancellor found objectionable because they 
depicted Germans as a whole as ―cruel,‖ ―degraded,‖ ―typified by brutality‖ and with 
―insinuations of mistreatment of women and children.‖49    Taken together these films created a 
Germany and a German people that was as fantastic as any of the German renderings of other 
peoples—Indians, Americans, Africans—but which was problematic, at least to Germans, 
because it both defied German control and because it was internationally distributed via film.
50
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 ―A list of the foreign films that are objectionable from the German standpoint,‖ date unknown, 
BA R/43/I 2500 (microfilm).  These films, like Mademoiselle from Armentieres and What Price 
Glory?, were not on the whole WWI propaganda but actual feature films made in the late 1920s 
throughout Europe, Russia and the United States. 
50
 This power of the (international) film industry to influence ―Germany‘s name in the world‖ 
was not lost on other observers either.  In December 1925 the Süddeutsche Filmzeitung 
published a report responding to the Film-Kurier‘s assessments of key American films depicting 
Germans, notably The Big Parade which cast German soldiers as ―damn dirty Huns.‖  This led 
Dr. R. Volz to admonish not just Metro as the maker of  the film but all American producers and 
production companies for failing to use more diplomatic means of rendering Germans, negating 
political and diplomatic advances and doubly humiliating (and alienating) Germans by 
attempting to show these sorts of images in German theaters. Dr. R. Volz. ―Die deutsche 
Filmwelt steht auf!‖ Süddeutsche Filmzeitung 4, no. 49 (1925): 1.  Elsewhere Volz refers to film 
as a part of ―culture politics,‖ suggesting that it is nearly impossible to divorce film from its 
larger diplomatic associations.  Volz, ―Der Film in der Kulturpolitik‖ Süddeutsche Filmzeitung, 
4, no. 3, (1925): 1. 
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 To combat this image and its transnational dissemination, the Office of the Chancellor 
countered with its own version of transnationalism.  It offered testimony from foreign individuals 
who found these depictions of the Germans objectionable, for example the English film critic 
Atkinson whom they quoted as stating: ―the courage of these young [German] soldiers, as 
circumstances would have it, remained unforgettably admirable…Our own soldiers were not able 
to exceed the courage of these Germans.  I‘ve observed these young Germans who were terribly 
wounded, dying in strange surroundings in a strange land, and who as they lay dying inspired 
one thought, how beautiful it would be to die for one‘s country.‖51   They also noted the 
impressions of Miss G. Philipps of Peel Place, Oxford, an English Red Cross nurse, who tended 
Germans during the war, who they quoted as saying ―I have seen many of these lads and know 
they were not the cowards of the film All Quiet on the Western Front.‖52  There was also the 
perspective of the unnamed commentator whose perspective was simply dubbed ―a foreigner 
writes from London,‖ who iterated similar sentiments, though perhaps in a more balanced way, 
suggesting that the depictions of German soldiers ―whether deliberate or unintentional‖ have had 
an ―anti-German effect,‖ which the foreign correspondent felt were specifically detrimental to 
German culture.
53
  The fact that these impressions came from non-Germans abroad, allowed the 
Office of the Chancellor to argue against the transnational film industry on its own terms; the 
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 Report from ―Der Staatssekretaer in der Reichskanzlei,‖ September 5, 1930 quoting the film 
critic Atkinson, from the ―Daily Express‖ writing on 10 July 1930, BA R/43/I 2500 (microfilm) 
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 Report from ―Der Staatssekretaer in der Reichskanzlei,‖ September 5, 1930 quoting a letter 
from Miss G. Philipps of Peel Place, Oxford from 12 August 1930, BA R/43/I 2500 (microfilm) 
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image of Germans that had been established through film was not merely objectionable to 
Germans themselves but also offended international sensibilities and therefore should be 
amended.  The Office of the Chancellor‘s reaction affirmed the logic that because the image 
itself gained credibility through its transnational dissemination, so too should the objections.  
The transnational superseded the national even when they were national images and stereotypes 
that were being upheld or debunked—and what is more ―the German representatives abroad 
alone cannot be burdened with this battle.‖54  German emissaries—be they diplomatic or 
cultural—could not combat negative national imagery without the aid of foreign authorities and 
because the violence of these images stemmed from their transnational nature, so too must the 
affirmations of German integrity gain credibility through collaborative efforts outside Germany. 
 Regardless of how the German-American associations were seen to affect the German 
film industry, the solution to Germany‘s film problems, was by and large a greater emphasis on 
transnational cooperation: be it with the United States or with a greater Europe.  Either way, the 
desired result was a greater international role for Germany, but one which was not, in the end, to 
come from conquest but rather through collaboration.  Thus, though the Parufamet agreement 
was in many ways problematic, it did offer an opportunity for a more even reciprocity in an 
industry that was seen to be not only inherently international but in which success could be 
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 Indeed there was a report to the Staatssekretär in der Reichskanzlei from 5 September 1930 
regarding ―German film production abroad‖ which ultimately called for a state-sponsored 
boycott of foreign films until the situation was sufficiently remedied. BA R/43/I 2500 
(microfilm) 
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measured, albeit subjectively, in international achievements.
55
  Indeed, Germans wanted a 
greater share in international markets—as evidence by their scouts‘ reports from India and 
elsewhere—but the crucial issue was maintaining some control on the nature of the interaction.  
The line between having markets for film exports and becoming a market for film exports was a 
fine one, and while Germans acknowledged cinema‘s power to aid in post-war recovery 
(culturally as well as economically) the ever-present danger of Germans becoming subordinated 
to outside priorities dictated caution as well as creative rhetorical interpretations.  Nevertheless, 
EFA and Parufamet, despite their ultimate failures, suggested that Germany and the German film 
industry were integral to the transnational film industry.  Thus, as the Chancellor‘s office began 
to recognize, Germans needed to find a way to actively assert their priorities through 
collaboration as well as through regulation. 
 
Enlarged Horizons: German Opportunities in Hollywood 
Organizations like EFA and Parufamet allowed a great many high-profile German actors, 
directors and producers to travel and work in the United States, many following explicitly in 
Ernst Lubitsch‘s footsteps.  However, these prominent German filmmakers, though they left 
Germany, remained well known, continuing in public view in Europe.
 56
  Indeed beginning with 
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 This is not to say that there was not a great deal of trepidation on the part of the film industry 
at large about the closer association between Germany and the United States: I simply suggest 
that however concerned the Germans were with American interference—both economic and 
cultural—with the German industry, they never lost sight of the larger international goal.  
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 Joeseph Garncart suggests that Germany was actually quite unique in its star system insomuch 
as it included directors and producers as well as actors, and using individual directors‘ prestige as 
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Lubitsch in 1922 and culminating in the early 1930s, German filmmakers in the United States 
dominated German trade journals and entertainment news, competing only with the canon of 
American actors in popular press.  This is partially because many of the films they made in the 
United States were exported to Germany for German consumption.  It is also because these 
filmmakers, even the most reclusive like Murnau, were careful to continue cultivating their 
public image in Germany, even as they made a name for themselves in the United States.  
Finally, Hollywood, with or without German émigrés commanded a significant place in German 
cinematic imagination.  This happened both because it was having such obvious impact on the 
German industry and because of the popularity of American films and film stars outside of the 
United States.  Thus, regardless of the length of their stay—from brief vacations in the case of 
Lang to almost total emigration in the case of Lubitsch—German audiences were acutely aware 
of the whereabouts of German film stars, tracing their achievements not only in Germany but 
also abroad.  Though there were other destinations for German filmmakers—Osten in India, 
Jannings in London, Fanck in Tokyo—even before 1933, there was a high concentration of 
German filmmakers in Hollywood.  This émigré community in California highlighted the 
fascination with Hollywood and the opportunity it afforded, as well as the anxiety over American 
domination of the filmmaking industry.   The German community in Hollywood represented 
both a distinctive threat and a unique opportunity for German culture, both of which were 
                                                                                                                                                             
a marketing tool was a reflection rather than a contribution to this trend.  Joseph Garncart, ―The 
Star System in Weimar Germany‖ in The Many Faces of Weimar Cinema: Rediscovering 
Germany’s Filmic Legacy, ed. Christian Rogowski (New York: Camden House, 2010), 118. 
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succinctly encapsulated in the description of this community as the ―German film colony‖ 
[deutsche Filmkolonie].
57
   
 The term ―film colony‖ was widely used in Germany to describe the Germans in 
Hollywood as early as 1926.  In practical terms, this phrase served as a convenient way to denote 
the growing body of German filmmakers in Southern California.  However, it also implied a 
wide range of priorities associated with the idea of establishing a colony abroad.  This was 
obviously not a colony in the political or even economic sense like Togo or Samoa.  However, 
the rhetoric surrounding the ―film colony‖ in Hollywood implied exploration, opportunity and 
the successful exportation of German culture.  At its basic level the film colony in America, like 
any colony, was an outpost, an island of self-sufficient Germans, in this case surrounded by 
American cultural ideals.  Though the film colony was obviously not entirely isolated from the 
American system—Germans knew all too well how deeply embedded in the American film 
industry these ―colonists‖ were—the Germans in Hollywood were often shown together, and 
indeed there was a high level of collaboration between German producers, directors and actors 
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 There were no clear boundaries surrounding the ―German film colony,‖ though it was often 
used to invoke the cadre of specific individuals: Lubitsch, Pommer, Murnau, Jannings, Kraly, 
Freund, Negri, de Putti, Leni, Veidt, and Stein, some of whom were born in Germany and some 
of whom were born elsewhere in Central Europe, but all of whom had spent a substantial part of 
their early careers in the Berlin industry.  It is significant that with the exception of Jannings, 
who returned to Germany and worked under the Nazis, and Murnau, who died in 1931, these 
individuals almost entirely drop out of public discourse in Germany in 1933, an absence that is 
made even more conspicuous because of the high volume of articles, interviews, film reviews 
and images centered on them in the late 1920s.  
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that mutually enabled them to work in the American system, while their families reinforced the 
personal (in addition to the professional) dimensions to this association.
58
  Though they were not 
entirely isolated from the United States—and indeed would have failed entirely at making 
American films had they chosen to shun American culture—the idea of a colony implied a group 
of pioneers who acted as emissaries of German culture abroad.   
 As Der Film stated, ―The German film colony has, as one can see, developed in 
Hollywood quite acceptably.  It is assumed that the German artists will be able to change the 
tastes of the Americans, perhaps fashioning them into something else and that the American 
public adjusts itself rather more than previously not only to the German artists but to German 
film.  Happily, we now control an entire array of the best powers.  Let‘s hope therefore that the 
German pioneers in Hollywood are up to the task to provide German film more entrance into the 
USA.‖59  Because the group was small there was the constant threat that it might be 
overwhelmed, losing its German identity and assimilating into the American surroundings.  Even 
Charles Klein, an observer who believed Germans were an integral part of the Hollywood 
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 Among others see:  ―Reisegruss an Davidson und Lubitsch,‖ Lichtbild Bühne 14, no. 50 
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system, that ―the majority of the best directors here are European,‖ cautioned that Germans in 
Hollywood should nevertheless be on guard against the ―technical and organizational art‖ of 
―Dollaria.‖60  Yet within this colony there remained great potential: to export German culture 
into the American system changing it from within.  Thus the colony was more than simply a 
community or a critical mass; it represented both the danger of losing Germany‘s best talent if 
the colony failed or was itself colonized and the potential to colonize, to export representatives 
and potentially build an outpost that could not only withstand but also control—and even 
appropriate—its surroundings.61 
 Though these twin visions remained throughout the late 1920s and early 1930s, there was 
a subtle shift from outright hostility at the idea of America poaching Germany‘s most prominent 
artists to cautious optimism as to the potential at having a ―colony,‖ a shift which coincided with 
the departure of several key figures, particularly Emil Jannings, one of the most prominent and 
self-consciously German actors of the 1920s.
62
   Indeed the departure of Jannings was a real 
blow to those who continued to resist the idea of Germans working in the United States.  In 1925 
the Lichtbild Bühne published an article entitled ―Austausch‖ which succinctly summed up the 
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anti-American perspective beginning with thinly veiled references to the United States‘s 
treatment of Germany by invoking Britain‘s relationship with its colonies. It concluded, ―it is not 
unknown that the American side has made every attempt to extract other outstanding pillars of 
German film from our industry.‖  Jannings in particular was contested terrain; they noted that the 
Americans had tried to lure Jannings away from Germany many times but—seemingly out of 
loyalty to Germany—he had resolutely turned them down.  Even Lubitsch, they suggested, was 
duped with the promise of artistic liberty and would have done better to stay in Germany.  Thus, 
they believed, ―those of our actors or directors, who earned name and status and notoriety on 
German stages but who for all that still hope to find accolades over there have quietly turned 
their backs on us.  There are others who will try to step in and fill the positions of those who 
have departed.‖  Yet with the departure of Jannings in 1927, joining other significant German 
filmmakers like Veidt, Murnau, and Pommer, one could see the German presence in Hollywood 
as more of a critical mass, inevitably changing the way the American industry functioned by 
virtue of its volume—a far more flattering image than that of a mass exodus of Germany‘s film 
community. 
 While the German industry continued to grapple with what it meant to lose so many of its 
filmmakers to Hollywood, the two ideas of colonizing and being colonized remained largely 
intertwined.  Lichtbild Bühne asked the question, ―What effect does the current harvest of 
European performers and directors have on American films?‖  The answer, they suggested, was 
that the filmmakers went to the United States to ―make an American box office hit abroad and 
maybe in some cases bring in new, fresh ideas.‖  The latter, they maintained was inevitably 
subordinated to the former; the top European names were enough to pull in audiences, but 
seldom were they making anything creative or new.  Though they noted that not all the 
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filmmakers lured to America were their top-tier artists, suggesting that even ―extras‖ who ―will 
leave behind nothing of special note,‖ were trying to find success in Hollywood, the most serious 
repercussion of the ―European invasion‖ of America was that Europe did not have the resources 
to replace the lost talent quickly enough nor were they financially strong enough to resist the pull 
of American production companies.  However, despite their overt pessimism, they did concede 
that ―in the last year, American films are not as objectionable to European taste as they had 
formerly been.  This is a very important fact.  One must note that the studios have put together 
better films for foreign countries, and the supply of European talent will only contribute to this 
trend.‖  They suggested that ―our Alliance abroad will only increase‖ which will result in 
―important changes to the export system for foreign countries in the leading American firms‖ 
which in turn meant ―there will be fewer attacks on American film in the coming year,‖ 
―differences will be balanced out‖ and ―wishes met.‖63  Ultimately, they concluded, through this 
collaboration European film production would prevail. 
   While the Lichtbild Bühne was speaking in abstractions, it is possible to see the twin 
fantasies of the German film colony in their assessment of the European invasion: they 
recognized that the desire for so many filmmakers to go to the United States, even those 
filmmakers who did not have the star-power to distinguish themselves, stemmed in large part 
from the flow of capital; that European film companies could not compete in economic terms 
with Hollywood.  Therefore, they bought into the idea that Hollywood was something large, 
anonymous and oriented only towards money.  Yet they also put forward an equally insistent 
optimism in which European artists, despite their stifled creativity were changing the American 
system from within, undermining its dominance and ultimately preparing the international film 
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industry for a renaissance of European culture. As they put it in another article earlier in 1927: 
―If one glances over the list [of Germans in Hollywood], one must admit that the bloodletting 
was quite considerable for the German film industry.  But aren‘t sometimes bloodlettings a way 
to recovery—who knows…?‖64  Both fear and opportunity were inherent in the German film 
colony and by extension the fantasy of Hollywood. 
  Hollywood worked as a fantasy in other ways as well.  While it was a professional 
reality for the filmmakers who traveled and worked there, their public personas and publicized 
exploits contributed to a vision of Hollywood in Germany that transcended the sum of their 
experiences.  Sometimes the allusion to Hollywood as a fantasy land was explicit: 
―Hollywood…that film paradise on the Pacific coast…a fairytale land isolated by a continent and 
an ocean: from year to year it approaches closer and closer to Europe‖ or referring to Los 
Angeles as ―the city of wonders‖ which served as ―the Paradise of Films‖ or even ―the film 
paradise on earth.‖65  These explicit references to Hollywood as a fantasy land filled with blue 
skies, sunshine, fruit trees, automobiles, film stars and of course, the potential for making money, 
all hallmarks of the larger fantasy of southern California, also began to include direct references 
to the German film community.  Dita Parlo‘s poem ―Hollywood California‖ included an entire 
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stanza on the success of Germans: ―The Stars who lead a pretty life/ When they go to their 
‗parties‘/ where they will feast and in the meantime/ also drink a lot, in spite of the 
‗prohibition‘!—/ Herr Jannings and Herr Veidt, the ‗Conny‘/ Really do earn a lot of ‗money‘/ 
And then there are still two more German directors/ Lubitsch and Leni--dollar millionaires.‖66  
She self-consciously put forward the most well-known, aesthetically pleasing and often clichéd 
tropes of southern California: glamour, money, parties, drinking.   Yet even the triteness of the 
poem reflected the desire to appropriate this fairy tale land into German mythology: just as the 
judicious (if often grammatically inaccurate) use of English illustrated the exotic nature of 
Hollywood, the inclusion of the German presence folded the film colony into the larger 
manufactured Hollywood that inhabited German imagination.   
 Sometimes billing it as a fairytale land was more subtle, yet this also included direct 
references to Germans in Hollywood: ―Los Angeles belongs to the United States of America.  
One would assume that it was a part of a democratic republic and under the direction of the 
president who from the White House in Washington watches over his people.  However, this is 
not so.  Los Angeles is a democratic kingdom and Hollywood is its capital city.  It seems that 
sooner or later a revolution will come because for such a small land there are too many kings and 
queens there!‖67  This reference to kings and queens is not, in fact, derogatory, for though the 
Hollywood stars (including the German actress Pola Negri) ―almost all live in Beverly Hills‖ and 
are characterized by ―stupid excesses,‖ they remained fundamentally fascinating—not only to 
Americans but also to Europeans: becoming the subjects of dramas off as well as on the screen, 
as readers came to gain details about marriages, children, and the whereabouts of individual 
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filmmakers.  Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks (also referred to as Pickfair in German as 
well as English language press) were the undisputed King and Queen of the American, and 
indeed the international, gossip scene—even before they visited Berlin—and as such dominated 
film periodicals for over a decade, while Emil Jannings, Conrad Veidt, Pola Negri, Lya de Putti, 
Paul Lenni and others wrote extensively about both their lives for publication in German 
magazines.
68
 Even the reclusive Murnau sent regular dispatches to Germany, often devoid of 
personal content but willing to express his general view of life in the United States.  Hollywood 
was, indeed, a fairy tale land: complete with its own captivating aristocracy, of which Germans 
could be a part. 
 This idealization of Hollywood is significant, as it further complicated already complex 
German attitudes towards the United States.  In the nineteenth century, as Germans began to 
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immigrate to the United States, there was a pervasive ambivalence to how Germans viewed 
America.  While those seeking greater freedoms saw opportunity in America, aristocratic 
observers, though intrigued by the rapid expansion of the United States as well as its native 
peoples, saw in the United States a place with little polite culture and no Old World sensibility.
69
 
By the Weimar period this ambiguity was more fraught.  Germans remained fascinated by 
various specific American ideas and products: ―Fordist-Taylorist principles of production—
mechanization, standardization, rationalization, efficiency, speed, the assembly line—and 
attendant promises of mass consumption; mass democracy and civil society…as well as sexual 
and gender mobility…and not the least the cultural symbols of the new era—skyscrapers, jazz 
(‗Negermusik’), boxing, revues, radio cinema.‖70   Yet Germans remained concerned that the 
principles and methods behind them—with regards to advertising, labor management, and 
standards of morality—also challenged German values.  What was seen in the nineteenth century 
as a lack of sophistication now included, as Thomas Saunders suggests, concern over widespread 
success at ―exporting the American way of life.‖71  The popularity of the Hollywood fairy tale 
certainly speaks to this concern, but the integration of Germans into the fantasy also suggests that 
at some level Germans wanted to see themselves as a part of this system. As Der Filmspiegel 
proclaims, ―The physiognomy of Hollywood has basically changed.  The blood transfusion with 
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European film ideas, European art, European vision and emotions cannot exist without far-
reaching effect on American film production… Everywhere one senses the European 
influence…‖ suggesting that rather than Hollywood changing Germany, Germans had begun to 
make Hollywood their own.
72
 
 Much of the optimism inherent in the prospects of the film colony stemmed from this 
desire for German film to break into the lucrative international market.  By the mid-1920s only a 
handful of German films had been shown in American theaters while dozens if not hundreds of 
American films played around the world.
73
   This disparity lead to fears of Americans 
dominating not only the financial but also the cultural dimensions to film production—and this 
film colony provided the potential to, if not ameliorate the economic elements (most Germans in 
the United States were released from their German contracts and were working directly for 
American companies), then perhaps provide some much needed cultural ―internationalism‖ to 
the film market.   
 Indeed, by May of 1931 Erwin Debries of  Der Bildwart  suggested that 80% of all the 
films in the world were made in Hollywood while the remaining 20% were produced not just in 
Europe but around the world, including the increasingly influential film industries in China and 
Japan.  Yet within these bleak statistics, there was what Debries believed to be a silver lining to 
internationalism.  He suggested that not all the films made in southern California were 
―Hollywood films,‖ using by way of example the films made in Los Angeles‘s ―Chinatown‖ as 
films that were made only a few miles from Hollywood‘s center but were culturally closer to 
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Chinese films made thousands of miles away.   Thus he was able to assert, ―Undoubtedly 
Hollywood has a large meaning for our culture.‖  Yet he also suggested that the type of meaning 
depended not only on the composition of the ―film circles‖ but also the attitude these circles had 
towards what constituted a ―Hollywood film,‖ an idea that was becoming more obviously and 
insistently cosmopolitan as Hollywood circles expanded.  He stated, ―It cannot be emphasized 
enough that the Hollywood film industry cannot exist without European sales. Many firms make 
up to 60% of their revenue through European sales…and therefore Hollywood cannot do at all 
without Europe.  For this reason it is necessary for every large talkie to be made with actors from 
various European nations so that they can be rendered in the various national languages.‖74  
According to Debries, the advent of sound rather than reducing international collaboration, 
actually necessitated more Europeans to work within the American industry, providing them 
with an increasingly influential role in keeping the entire international system afloat while 
allowing them to shape what constituted a ―Hollywood film.‖75 
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 Although one of the perceptions of Hollywood was that it stifled the creative capacities of 
its German filmmakers (though ―the film industry is ready to make artistic films as soon as the 
public demands them…to make art film today would be pointless since they would be too 
demanding for the general public and would therefore be a financial fiasco‖), there was also the 
competing—and not entirely contradictory—idea that the German émigrés were substantially 
contributing to keeping Hollywood in business.
76
  Furthermore, there was a cautious optimism as 
to the potential for Germans to preserve ―German film‖ through collaboration with American 
filmmakers and the production of ―international film.‖  Der Film in answering its question as to 
―is German film capable of existing?‖ suggested that international film, despite its roadblocks 
could, in fact, be a way to the preservation of German film and the solidification of a productive 
relationship between German and American filmmakers.  Though they noted the diverging tastes 
of American and German audiences—that Americans did not want scenes from their life 
depicted on the screen but rather choose to see life ―how a little girl in the theater would want to 
see it‖ while Germans were more zealous about reality [der Deutsche als Wahrheitsfanatiker]—
they suggested that there was real potential for German filmmakers in this situation, that indeed 
―German film is becoming a very formidable force.‖  They stated, ―If the German filmmaker 
could be somewhat more broadminded and think not only of how the public sees him, and if the 
word ‗film art‘ was heard more than ‗film industry,‘ and if everyone adjusted himself and created 
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a good German film with German foundations without always glancing towards America, then 
regardless of past failures that are behind us, the future of the German films in which we believe 
is assured.‖77  Though internationalism to this point was seen to have disproportionately 
benefitted the Americans, Der Film suggests that  if German filmmakers simply concentrated on 
what they do best, they could use the existing system to preserve German film—and what is 
more, change the definition of ―international film.‖ 
 Thus though German filmmakers travelling to Hollywood were seen to threaten the 
German national film industry, another consequence was that this community also changed 
Hollywood itself.  These changes were not always predictable or beneficial to Germany but 
nevertheless, Germans became pivotal, institutional figures in American film.  Charles Klein 
went so far as to suggest that ―without Lubitsch, W. B. [Warner Brothers] could not be what it is 
because his name gives prestige to the whole company.  At least this is the opinion in 
professional circles.‖78  Though some of this prestige may have been earned in the United States, 
key German filmmakers were seen as valuable assets in the American system; perhaps not 
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granting them full artistic license but certainly making them among those who set the agenda in 
Hollywood.
79
  While the idea that German film was being subverted to American sensibilities 
persisted, the importance of certain key figures—and their potential for influencing popular 
trends—was not lost in German perceptions of America.   
Even American producers were acutely aware at how much they depended on foreign 
sales to increase profits.  The New York Times quoted an industry representative as saying, ―The 
film requirements of foreign countries exert an influence on our productions which is not 
appreciated by the public.  Because our pictures have such widespread distribution abroad, we 
have a keen sense of our responsibilities to foreign tastes.  That is why we have imported so 
many writers, directors players and experts on foreign conditions...Naturally the setting of most 
of their stories is European.  These stories are usually directed by Europeans and have Europeans 
in their casts.‖  Thus the German claim that German artists were changing the American industry 
from within was evident to American commentators as well who conceded that it was not even in 
the best interests of production companies to turn European stars like Jannings or Lubitsch into 
American characters; their Europeanness lent novelty to their American work even while it 
continued to resonate with European audiences.  This also meant that Germans were being 
targeted to help produce American film that could continue to be successful in Europe, which 
were produced perhaps at the expense of homegrown German productions, but at the same time 
meant opportunities for Germans in Hollywood to make hybrid pictures that were neither fully 
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―European‖ nor quintessentially ―American.‖  These individuals came to the United States for 
resources and opportunities that transcended what they could hope to acquire at home and were 
provided with the unique situation in which they were being asked to be cultural translators in 
both directions, making films with European themes that could satiate American audiences while 
continuing to produce the kinds of films that could be marketed back to Europe, pictures that 
were ―international in circulation and consequently must be international in appeal.‖80  Those 
Germans, like Lubitsch, who succeeded in the United States did so because they understood this 
seeming contradiction as a creative opportunity.
81
 
 Agreements and institutions like EFA and Parufamet did affect German production 
insomuch as they offered avenues for both competition and collaboration that not only 
underwrote the reconstruction of the German industry but also served to highlight the duel 
tensions in the American/German relationship: fear that the United States was encroaching on 
Germany‘s part of the international market and pride that Germans played such a crucial role in 
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creating successful international pictures, with or without backing from American companies.  
Yet whether it was with alarm or anticipation that one viewed the international film industry, 
both Germans and Americans understood that ―there is probably no more democratic form of 
plebiscite than that which determines what shall be shown on the screens of the world.  You 
individually may not like a certain type of picture.  It does not appeal to your taste.  You may rest 
assured, however, that there are large groups of people who called for this very type of 
productions; otherwise it would not have been made…The motion picture industry is supported 
by the masses, not only in America but all over the world.‖82  Whether Germans saw themselves 
as passively colonized by the American industry or actively collaborating in creating a new kind 
of international film, German as well as American audiences played a part in what was made, 
how it was consumed, and ultimately the nature of international film, be it American, German or 
something distinctly in the middle. 
.   Whether one took the exodus of German filmmakers to the United States as a drain or an 
opportunity, the fantasy of the German film colony provided Germans with a venue for 
discussing the inevitably transnational nature of film in the late 1920s.  Though this 
transnationalism and the cinematic fantasies it produced were not always flattering to German 
sensibilities, embracing German work done outside Germany allowed Germans to view 
themselves on largely equal footing with other national players, particularly other Europeans.  
And though the Hollywood system would continue to be a source of anxiety, the film colony 
provided an inroad into the most threatening competition, as Kinematograph suggested 
―Hollywood‘s strength comes from its internationalism,‖ from the ―Swedish-German colony in 
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Hollywood.‖83   This then not only allowed German filmmakers to break into the system that was 
previously seen as antithetical to organic artistic expression changing it from within, but also 
allowed German writers, viewers, and consumers to appropriate many of the appealing aspects of 
the Hollywood system: the star-quality of filmmakers, including Germans, the vision of the 
luxury and excess outside the reach of ordinary people, and the ever-present potential for 
somehow making it big.  Thus, despite concerns over Germans in Hollywood losing touch with 
their German homeland, the opposite was true.  Germans in Hollywood helped to shape the 
fantasy of Hollywood from within, even as their presence in California influenced new images of 
Hollywood film—that it could become Europeanized or even hybridized—as a result of the 
infusion of new ideas into new kinds of films. 
 
The Patriots: International Cultural Politics 
Ultimately there was little to be done about the Hollywood industry except to attempt to work 
within it to establish productive and mutually beneficially agreements and to applaud those 
individuals who brought vicarious success to Germany through their American work.  High-
profile German filmmakers like Emil Jannings, Ludwig Berger, Paul Leni, F.W. Murnau, E.A. 
Dupont, Lothar Mendes, William Dieterle, Conrad Veindt, and Lya de Putti as well as one of 
Ufa‘s most prominent producers, Erich Pommer, left Germany for the United States by the end 
of the 1920s.  And while their personal priorities clearly varied, German commentators imbued 
key individuals with diplomatic powers, dubbing them agents of Germany abroad and suggesting 
that their relevance transcended the purely cultural, encompassing diplomatic concerns as well. 
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 Over the course of the early 1920s Erich Pommer gained the reputation not only for 
producing successful films like Lang‘s Nibelungen but also for his uncompromising ambition to 
make films that were ―specifically German‖ while intentionally acting as ―an ambassador 
between nations,‖ making films that would translate well abroad—and doing everything in his 
power, from paying outrageous salaries to throwing lavish parties, to guarantee an international 
network of connections. 
84
  Thus though there was initially trepidation that his move to 
Hollywood would inspire other German filmmakers to do the same, when he parted ways with 
Ufa in 1927 and chose instead to work for Adolph Zuckor‘s Famous Players, the German 
cinematic press rose to his defense, noting his loyalty to specifically German cinema and to 
healthy international relations.  The Film-Kurier firmly backed Pommer by stating, ―We are 
convinced that Erich Pommer‘s work for Paramount will not be conducted without taking the 
interests of the German and European cinema into account‖ and further ―Pommer is convinced 
that Paramount will do everything in its power to…support the German film.‖85  Fiercely and 
publicly loyal to Germany and German film, Pommer was the perfect interlocutor between 
American interests and German needs. 
 Though Pommer quickly became frustrated with Paramount, negotiating contracts with 
first MGM and then United Artists, he continued to believe that not only his own future but the 
future of German film lay in international cooperation, particularly between German and 
American producers, distributers and theater-owners.  In September of 1927 he gave an 
interview in which he suggested that ―One day we will see a complete internationalization of the 
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cinema and that must be wonderful.‖86  Pommer was doing more than paying lip service to 
American film and potential collaborations: he truly believed, echoing Laemmle‘s assessment 
less than a decade earlier, that the way to preserve German film was by establishing international 
networks.  Earlier in 1927 he wrote a piece published in the New York Times explicitly laying out 
the benefits of working together and the strengths and weakness of each system.  This 
assessment was significant because it conceded that the Germans had a great deal to learn from 
the Americans—and that the Americans were putting their vastly superior resources to good use, 
for example in terms of set-building and use of time and space to create faster, more efficient 
productions.  Yet Pommer also put forward in a largely objective way what the Americans could 
gain from collaborating with Germans.  He noted that especially in terms of technology, like 
lighting, the Germans had taken the American model and substantially improved upon it, 
innovations Pommer claimed to be surprised not to find in use in the United States.  Also, while 
he observed that there were a number of talented leading actresses in Hollywood, he believed 
that ―there is an extreme dearth of leading men‖ which was ―a phase of American production 
which is crying aloud for improvement‖ and which could easily be remedied through 
collaboration because ―we have more good leading men here.‖  Yet he ultimately concluded that 
―It is probably in the actual screen technique that the greatest differences between America and 
Europe are noted.  Our method of telling stories over there have been distinctly varied from those 
in vogue here.  And it is on this point that the greatest possibility for mutually profitable 
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exchange exists.‖87  It was because of their artistic and technical differences that Germans and 
Americans could profit from working with one another, and what he saw as the inevitable 
internationalization of film would be furthered through reciprocity, benefiting both sides of the 
exchange.    
 Yet differences in screen techniques and storytelling forced film producers on both sides 
of the Atlantic to appeal to the tastes of multiple audiences.
88
  Both Germans and Americans 
were aware of the symbolic significance of bringing the actor Emil Jannings, the ―biggest and 
most famous German film actor,‖ to the United States, bringing to the fore the role of the film 
public in the nature of transnational collaborations.
89
  Jannings was one of the highest-paid 
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filmmakers of the 1920s and the first actor to win an Academy Award for his work on The Way 
of All Flesh and the Last Command.  Born in Rorschach, Switzerland, Jannings spent time in 
Brooklyn as an infant, later nurturing the rumor that he was American-born.  Like Lubitsch, he 
trained in acting under Max Reinhardt, and Jannings stared in Lubitsch‘s two big international 
successes, Madam Dubarry and Anna Boleyn.  By the time Jannings arrived in the United States 
in 1926 he already had an impressive international reputation, and working in Hollywood he 
continued to make widely successful films, including several with Lubitsch.  He had trouble 
making the transition to sound films in English so he returned to Germany to make perhaps his 
best known work, The Blue Angel.  After 1933 he worked making propaganda films for Tobias 
Films, some of which were so blatantly anti-Semitic that after the war he was banned from 
working in the industry and, despite his previous international successes, ended up in a disgraced 
(and bitterly resented) retirement. 
 In coming to America, Jannings himself expressed trepidation about the exchange—that 
he would not have the proper ―American mentality‖ to be able to act convincingly in American 
films and a following in the United States.  Though he pretended to scoff at the idea of 
embodying an American mentality, rhetorically asking ―did I know anything about an American 
mentality in ‗Dubarry‘ and in ‗Henry VIII‘?  These films conquered America!‖ he eventually 
made great concessions regarding the power of the American public in making or breaking a film 
star‘s career, especially one coming from abroad.  He stated, ―now it is clear to me that because I 
didn‘t understand their mentality at that time, I couldn‘t guess how much respect one must derive 
                                                                                                                                                             
could gain leverage in the negotiations over distribution territory. Letter to Herr Hubert, August 
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from public taste over there.‖ 90  Jannings knew how to tell a good story and particularly in his 
public venues he was conscious of how his image was translated to potential audiences.  Yet 
underlying his otherwise charming anecdote is an acknowledgment that public taste on both 
sides of the Atlantic were what determined a filmmaker‘s success in either location—and that 
mentalities and tastes varied. 
 Jannings‘s travel also influenced German audiences, and a letter from Ufa to Sydney 
Kent, general manager of Paramount, discussing Jannings‘s travel stated that his departure would 
―make a most unfavorable impression upon the German public opinion.‖  The Ufa executive 
believed that ―it is my honest opinion that it [the departure of Jannings] will mean a drop in 
business of Parufamet.‖  Whether this concern was truly for Parufamet or for Ufa‘s own 
priorities, his assessment indicated that even with regard to individual stars, especially those as 
prominent as Jannings, public opinion mattered.   Indeed, the letter implied a nationally oriented 
loyalty among the German public that Ufa seemed to be counting on, stating ―the German public 
opinion is very hard to conquer and it would be unwise after we are just having considerable 
trouble on Parufamet‘s behalf on account of Metro making a re-release of the ‗Four Apocalyptic 
Horsemen‘ to give the press and public a new item against American films.‖  The only means of 
salvaging the reputation of Parufamet was to inform that public that ―the Jannings film, which is 
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to be made in America, will be made as a jointed [sic] production between your and our firm.‖91  
Though it is unclear whether audiences truly considered the distribution or production company 
in assessing the quality of any given film, Ufa‘s bid for success rested on the idea that German 
audiences would reject objectionable American films—like The Four Horsemen—and that they 
would consciously refuse films that robbed them of their favorite actor. 
 On the opposite end of the spectrum, American producers used similar logic to justify a 
―personnel exchange‖ rather than a more even exchange of films.  Charles Whitaker writing to 
Albin Grau at the end of 1926, in noting his desire to be ―collaborators rather than business 
rivals,‖ suggested that though films like Sumurun, Carmen, Golem, and Scherben were not 
exactly great successes among the American public, there was still a great deal for Americans to 
learn from German ideas, particularly in film technology.  Because the Americans had so much 
to learn from German innovation and ―new ideas‖ it became more useful to exchange persons 
rather than gamble on films the public did not seem to want to accept.
92
  This justification was 
obviously used by an American to assert American priorities: Americans wanted to maintain the 
imbalance in exports and felt they could benefit from Germans in the United States.  However, 
this perspective also served to imbue key German individuals with cultural-diplomatic power, 
facilitating the dissemination of artistic values and allowing for more personal interpretations of 
―German culture.‖ 
 Ernst Lubitsch‘s The Patriot was nominated for an Academy Award in 1928, the last 
silent film to ever be nominated for the award.  Yet its artistic success was not The Patriot‘s only 
defining feature: what gained the film more attention was the fact that it represented the 
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coalescence of a high-profile German filmmaking team in the United States.  Lubitsch was 
arguably the most prominent German filmmaker in the United States and the writer of The 
Patriot, Hans Kraly one of the most prolific writers.  With the arrival of Jannings, who 
considered himself to be the quintessentially German actor, it became apparent with The Patriot 
that American film could, in fact, be produced—and even defined—almost entirely by Germans.  
As the Los Angeles Times put it, ―Hollywood, which feeds on sensationalism, has a new triumph.  
This one is quiet and significant, and most of all genuine: but Hollywood, accustomed to 
superlatives where even the spurious is concerned, is perhaps slow to recognize it…America in 
its domination  of the motion picture industry reached out across the sea, grasped them 
[Lubitsch, Jannings and Kraly] one by one and lifted them back to her own soil. But here they 
were separated.  Now these three—Jannings, Lubitsch and Kraly—conspiring together as only 
they can, are hard at work on their first American effort, ‗The Patriot.‘‖93  The implicit message 
was that, though enticing top German artists to work in the United States was both an indication 
and a result of American domination in the film industry, capitalizing on the genius that they 
acquired meant allowing German artists the opportunity to team up as they once had in Berlin.  
The article—and indeed the success of The Patriot which was never divorced from the novelty 
of its German creators—suggested that part of what made great film was the German creative 
spark provided by the émigrés; Hollywood was not interested in reproducing Berlin but it did 
provide an atmosphere in which Germans could work together to make films that combined both 
German and American filmmaking potential. 
 Film reviews for The Patriot, often effusive about the film as a whole, also often noted 
the fact that ―Three Germans, one an actor, another a director, and the third a scenarist, have 
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fashioned a mighty picture out of the last days of the Mad Czar Paul.‖94  Even when they did not 
make an overt comment on the triumvirate of German talent that went into creating the film, they 
did both explicitly and implicitly note the film‘s ―Europeanness‖: Richard Watts Jr. of The Film 
Mercury devoted nearly his entire review to raving about Jannings‘s performance about which he 
stated, ―As the cowardly, homicidal, brutal, lecherous, pitiful maniac who ruled Russia in 1801, 
he has a part that calls for all the richness of detail, the heightening of dramatics points and the 
stressing of emotional effects that the mighty Teuton so revels in.‖  Jannings, may have been the 
greatest actor in the world, but he fit the characteristics of this character because he, too, was of 
European stock and what is more when ―the mighty Teuton‖ teamed up with ―the little German 
director,‖ Lubitsch, the two were unstoppable.95  Even advertisements for the film, which dubbed 
Jannings ―the Czar of Filmdom,‖ deliberately invoked a European quality to both the subject and 
his acting. 
 Edwin Schallert of the Los Angeles Times took this Europeanness to its next logical step: 
reception.  He stated, ―the screen adaptation written by Hans Kraly and directed by Lubitsch has 
been brought close to the popular audience.  Naturally popularity in the familiar sense of the 
word is not something that one logically predicts for The Patriot. It is in a way a highbrow 
picture.  For all that, though, I believe that by virtue of its remarkable portrayals, its 
uncompromising fidelity to a tragic theme, and the manifest cleverness it discloses at every point 
in situations it will appeal to a very wide public.‖  Thus its ―super-subtlety‖ and its 
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―ultraintellectual‖ nature, both implicitly linked to its historical settings and its German creators, 
could still find resonance with the broad base of American audiences because The Patriot was ―a 
cold jewel shot through with somber shadows, but remarkable in its bitterly ironic brilliance.‖96  
It was, according to Schallert smart, sophisticated and well-made—all ―European‖ qualities from 
an American perspective—and thus it contained the potential to be widely popular in America 
and in Europe.   
 This stood in stark contrast with a feature by Katherine Lipke on Jannings, also in the Los 
Angeles Times, from nearly a year earlier in which he ―worried about [his] career.‖   In his first 
few months in the United States, Jannings became increasingly concerned that he would be 
stifled by executives who ―seem afraid that the sort of picture which Mr. Jannings can do best 
would not be a box-office success.  They say that America will not accept the type of film which 
would be popular in Europe.‖  In response to her own rhetorical question of why American 
producers fought so hard to bring Jannings to the United States in the first place, Lipke suggested 
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that his name had always been synonymous with unusual pictures that brought him huge 
recognition both in Germany and in Europe more widely.  But instead of taking a risk and 
attempting to capitalize on his versatility, Jannings ―has been fighting off what he feels is a 
concentrated effort to make him a typical box office attraction,‖ that is, of Americanizing him.  
This led back to public taste, of connecting audiences with products that were both artistically 
appealing and financially viable.  This tension was, the Times suggested, even more palpable 
because of ―the fact that Pola Negri and others [like Lya di Putti] have never been able in this 
country to duplicate their European made pictures, apparently for no other reason  except the 
American fear of what the public will say at the box office.‖  Jannings was, whether he realized 
it in coming to the United States or not, put in a position in which he had to tread the line 
between American and ―European‖ pictures.  This necessitated tailoring his style just enough 
that he retained the characteristics that made him internationally famous but also required 
translating his style to a new audience in America.  While his other films might have been 
arguably less successful in this endeavor, as the press on The Patriot suggests, embracing rather 
than subordinating his Europeanness, telling a story with universal appeal in a way that did not 
compromise its complexity, and teaming up with other Germans who had already begun the 
cultural negotiations necessary for successful translation, was what ultimately made a successful 
German-American film and prevented Jannings from become just another American box office 
attraction.
97
 
 By February of 1929 Kinematograph felt secure enough to declare, ―Germany conquers 
America,‖ a feat made possible through the contributions of Jannings, whose rejection of offers 
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to come to the United States had previously illustrated the tough German determination to 
remain independent of Hollywood but who now in Los Angeles was not simply an emissary but 
a conquering hero.  The success of The Patriot was cast in terms of conquest, of triumph over 
territory and the successful domination of a foreign industry for the continued production of 
German culture.  For this reason it marked what Kinematograph viewed as the quintessential 
German success, made doubly so because it was made in the United States: ―a victory of German 
film art and the German film artists in America.‖  Indeed they made a convincing case that this 
was a German cultural production despite its place of construction or its American audience, 
stating that not only was the idea for the film conceived in Berlin by the German Alfred 
Neumann, but the film‘s director, Ernst Lubitsch, its star, Emil Jannings, its scriptwriter, Hans 
Kraly, and even its costume designer Ali Hubert were all Germans.  Thus ―the best film in 
America, the pinnacle of Paramount…must be seen as a triumph of German artists, from the 
director and the main actor and the manuscript to the designer of costumes and the set 
designer.‖98   Jannings, according to Kinematograph was ―the patriot‖ not because he played the 
character on the screen but because his actions and his dedication to Germany enabled the 
community to coalesce to create German art using American financial resources.
99
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 Thus, Jannings, like Laemmle and his notable encounter with Coolidge over the zeppelin 
and Lubitsch who supposedly intrigued Harding, acted as a cultural ambassador and was thus 
also imbued (at least rhetorically) with certain political powers.  Both the New York Times and 
the Lichtbild-Bühne noted Jannings‘s meeting with Stresemann before his departure for the 
United States, affirming Jannings‘s diplomatic as well as cultural currency.  Indeed the Times 
quoted Jannings as directly stating, ―‘I have brought a message from Foreign Minister 
Stresemann in Berlin, who said I was coming here as the ambassador of art from the moving 
picture industry of Germany to the artists of the motion pictures in America to help cement the 
friendship between the two nations.‘‖ This role was a logical one for Jannings who, as the 
Lichtbild Bühne put it in their coverage of Jannings‘s meeting with Stresemann, was ―our 
greatest best known film actor,‖ making him a ―representative of German foreign policy‖ and 
thus ―not only a great film politician, but also a representative with international political 
relevance [aussenpolitischer Bedeutung]‖.100  Jannings had—at least from some perspectives—
transcended his role as a purely artistic figure and become someone with international political 
clout.  Art and politics could coalesce around Jannings, particularly since, from the German 
perspective, art was politics and exporting German culture was ultimately connected to survival.  
As the Lichtbild Bühne states, ―Our repeated appeal to the German officials to use film as a 
significant instrument of international politics has not gone ignored.  The Foreign Minister of the 
German Reich honors in Jannings‘s person German film art and his significance for the cultural 
recognition of Germany in the world and his effect on the consolidation of international 
understanding and culture relations.‖101  Jannings‘s ―patriotism‖ was neither confined to the 
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screen nor to his dedication to German film; his ability to make German films in the United 
States made him an instrument of German diplomatic foreign policy, a representative of cultural 
exchange, asserting German priorities on an international scale. 
 Siegfried Kracauer believed that the late 1920s was a period of decline for German film 
and that this opinion was as ―unanimous‖ as it was difficult to explain.  Among other suggestions 
for this ―decline‖ he hit upon the ―exodus of many prominent German film artists and 
technicians about the middle of the twenties.‖   His take on this phenomenon was that ―[t]here is 
no doubt that Hollywood effected this wholesale importation not solely to heighten its own 
standards; the main idea was to eliminate a competitor extremely dangerous at the time.‖102  
Kracauer‘s attitude, while certainly reflective of some contemporary observations of this 
movement of filmmakers, not only excluded contemporary optimism regarding the connections 
between Germany and America but also suggested that as soon as German filmmakers left 
Germany they were cut off from contributing to ―the German screen.‖  Indeed, many (if not all) 
of the German filmmakers Kracauer identifies—Lubitsch, Negri, Kraly, Dupont, Berger, Pick, 
Leni, Murnau, Jannings, Pommer—retained public ties with German audiences, not only for the 
sake of a having a European market for their American made films but also because their 
positions in Hollywood were not static, as many traveled back and forth with relative ease.   
 As much as commentators like Kracauer lamented the influence Hollywood had on 
German film (although he ultimately concluded that its demise was due to an internal malaise) 
the Germans who went to Hollywood remained icons of a distinctly German film industry even 
as they brought questions of ―internationalism‖ to the fore and provided Germans with an 
opportunity to contribute to this discussion on an international scale.   Much of this work was 
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rhetorical: the love-hate relationship the German press established with Hollywood was manifest 
in many of the discussions of the Germans abroad.  Yet, while there was a consensus that the star 
system of Hollywood led to personal wealth and excess to the exclusion of art, German film 
magazines were happy to insert European filmmakers into that model, particularly when 
international stars were standing on equal footing with American members of the Hollywood 
royalty.   Further, though there was frustration with both the censorship practices being instated 
by Hays and the converse seeming lack of morality in American films, all of this created an 
image that was as intriguingly exotic as it was incomprehensible—and the Germans who were 
acting as liaisons to this system both bridged the gap and offered new insights onto the enigmatic 
Hollywood fantasy. 
 Germany‘s relationship with the American film industry was clearly vexed, but it was not 
simply a fear of cultural imperialism by the United States.  Nor can the tension be solely 
explained by the increasing numbers of German artists who made the transition to Hollywood.  
At stake was clearly a position in the lucrative international film industry—and the opportunity 
to export culture not only to the United States but also to places like Brazil, Japan, and even 
India.  In addition to economic concerns, Germans also feared what the international industry 
was doing to their reputation as a society: that foreign-made films depicting Germans reduced 
them to the basest stereotypes, leaving Germans with little opportunity to respond.  Yet while 
Germany both feared and envied the position of the American film industry, individual German 
filmmakers maintained a measure of control over the nature of their interactions with the United 
States and by extension the products they introduced to the world market. Not all these films 
were cinematic masterpieces, and few filmmakers had the longevity of success of Ernst Lubitsch.  
However, the result of German-American collaboration, despite concerns expressed by Kracauer, 
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Olimsky and others,  was arguably neither American film nor German film but a hybrid that 
benefited from the give and take not only of the diverse audiences which were being targeted 
with these films but also of the cosmopolitan creators themselves.  
 Further, Germany, despite concerns that it was being overwhelmed by American 
priorities, maintained a significant international reputation, even in the United States.  In June of 
1926 the Film Daily even suggested that ―it seems certain the industry in America will turn to 
Germany to freshen jaded ideas…Important American directors who have visited Berlin have 
expressed amazement at the results obtained in principle studios there, notably those of Ufa.‖103 
In his testimony before the Indian Cinematograph Committee George Mooser, the Eastern 
representative for Metro, agreed, stating ―the most successful films in America are foreign films.  
For instance the German ‗Destiny,‘ ‗Pharaoh‘s Wife,‘ ‗Metropolis,‘ ‗Passion,‘ ‗Variety‘ etc.‖104 
Though he also suggested that these films had to be edited to be appropriate for American 
audiences, Mooser held up German film as an example of widespread international success.  The 
American industry undeniably changed German film—for better or worse—but Germans also 
changed Hollywood: inspiring it through competition, challenging it with innovations in 
technology and technique, and participating from within. 
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Using Hollywood: Defining German Film in a World Industry  
As a part of documenting his journey to the South Seas, F. W. Murnau described a surreal 
experience in the Mexican port-city of Mazatlan where he stopped on route from Hollywood to 
Bora-Bora, the island where Murnau intended to shoot a feature film.  Murnau extolled the 
virtues of the small village, the serenity of swimming in the ocean at night, the magical quality of 
the fishing boats, the pristine quality of the light on the water, which surpassed even what 
California had to offer, and the simplicity of the natives whom Murnau found so charming, as 
though they were living in a fairy tale.  Yet there was another part to the story that Murnau found 
rather disorienting.  To pass the time during the heat of the day, Murnau and his companions 
went to one of Mazatlan‟s movie theaters adorned with two cheap Tom Mix posters and an 
advanced notice of a Delores del Rio film to “see how Spanish-Mexican temperaments reacted to 
American Wild West [films.]” And following a Fox newsreel and a short on Alaskan dog racing 
he and the few others in the theater were treated to the feature film whose credits read: “Title: 
Sister Felicitas or Beatrix or something like that. Director: F. W. Murnau.”  Murnau reacted with 
consternation, “I couldn‟t believe it, but the film ran on.  For God‟s sake, what could it be?  It 
was nothing to me, an unknown actor in an unknown story.”  The film turned out to be an 
“apocryphal” one called Sister Angelica, credited to Murnau but of which Murnau had never 
heard.
1
  The story is a charming one, and Murnau, though initially confused, clearly found the 
coincidence highly amusing—and flattering.  Yet the story also suggests how powerful 
individual names could be in an international context, a point made all the more explicit in this 
case.  The creation of the faux-apocryphal film illustrates that it was not the works of high-
profile individuals or their artistic merits that were desirable, but rather their reputations.  Key 
                                                 
1
 Unlabeled clipping in BA-UFA R/109/I 5527. 
225 
 
Germans, in Germany, the United States and worldwide, embodied not only the money-making 
potential of the international market but also the breakdown of geographic boundaries that 
inspired circulation (and imitation) on a global scale.  Indeed, individual filmmakers did not have 
to be physically present at the cites of consumption for their films to have international 
relevance; by the end of the 1920s the networks of distribution were such that German films 
could be international successes without individual travel, or, as in the case of Murnau, 
knowledge that the film even existed.   
 What this meant for the German film industry and Germany as a whole was more 
complicated.  Jan-Christopher Horak has argued that the significance of German companies 
exporting to places like Mexico lay in the nature of the transnational industry, that after the 
failure of EFA “a German film could not earn back its costs domestically, in contrast to 
American films, but could earn a profit after sales to Austria, Czechoslovakia, Eastern Europe 
and South America.”2  And indeed the film companies sought markets to which they could easily 
export films and extract revenue, and in the process viewed big names like Murnau‟s as 
indicative of their own international prestige and exporting power.  This was true even when 
there were ideological conflicts.  Although fears of bolshevism were nearly as great as those of 
the Americanization of German culture, the Germans and Soviets struck a trade deal in 1926 in 
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which Germans would import one Soviet film for every three it exported there.  As Bruce 
Murray states, “In light of ever-increasing financial difficulties that resulted from competition 
with Hollywood film companies, the German industry hoped to maintain its advantage in trade 
agreements with the Soviet Union and, if possible, dominate the Soviet market to compensate for 
Hollywood‟s domination of the German market.”3  What linked Germany to the rest of the world 
was, in many cases, the desire to refashion the American model on different terms, providing 
opportunities that acknowledged the financial success of American exports but which allowed 
for other participants.   
  Yet for many attempting to assess the significance of Germany‟s overseas relationships, 
this situation was not just about Ufa‟s economic status but Germany‟s international reputation—
and what it meant to have German film stars.   Thus, the relationship between German 
filmmakers and the international market, though rooted in financial concerns, had a greater 
significance than simply money.  Murnau‟s and other Germans‟ work outside Germany called 
into question what made a German film when the content was clearly foreign and the intended 
audience nationally diverse.  Further, German filmmakers, working far from home, still 
commanded a place in German cinematic imaginations and precipitated serious discussions over 
the qualities they and their films continued to exemplify to make them distinctly German despite 
                                                 
3
 Bruce Murray, Film and the German Left in the Weimar Republic: From Caligari to Kuhle 
Wampe (Austin, University of Texas Press, 1990), 63.  For an overview of the intersection of 
“German  national cinema,” American film and Soviet cultural experiments see Thomas J. 
Saunders “History in the Making: Weimar Cinema and National Identity” in Framing the Past: 
The Historiography of German Cinema and Television, eds. Bruce A. Murray and Christopher J. 
Wickham (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1992), 42-67. 
227 
 
their cosmopolitan creation and consumption.  This was an important task because German stars 
continued to be successful, bringing international recognition to Germany, even when they were 
working in the United States.  Though it changed what it meant to have German film—and 
though individuals were clearly missed in Germany—key German filmmakers, like Murnau, 
working in Hollywood and producing films that were exported around the world, had the 
potential to make Germany and its reputation stronger if their work was interpreted in the proper 
way.   Germans in the United States may have been making films for American companies, but 
this did not stop observers in Germany from claiming some of them as German films. 
 Not only was there the desire to use the American business model and American 
cinematic successes to advance Germany‟s interests, but German filmmakers also created films 
about the United States in an attempt to bring it into line with imaginative expectations of what 
constituted American society: a complex set of images that attempted to balance the idea of a 
destructive American modernism with the picture of the United States as an untouched frontier 
land in need of exploration.  These images—much like the travel films of the early 1920s—were 
adventures, pitting German pioneers against an unknown and oftentimes exotic landscape, even 
while their creators relied on well established international networks of filmmakers to enact their 
visions.
4
  Like the persistent interest in the German film colony in Hollywood, the films 
themselves tapped into a larger fascination with travel literature broadly and California in 
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American of all film genres, the western.” Lutz Koepnick, The Dark Mirror: German Cinema 
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particular.
 5
  This fascination was reinforced with an equally powerful interest in the 
Auslandsdeutsche, the Germans abroad, many of whom came to the United States during the 
course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
6
  While the Germans in Hollywood could 
be seen as a particular type of Auslandsdeutche, the image of Germans leaving Germany and 
spreading German civilization around the world, which began in the 1840s, became a critical 
topic in the 1920s.  This interest in reevaluating the role of Germans abroad stemmed not simply 
from the loss of the colonies but because “the war and the postwar period have destroyed the 
sustainability of German colonies [that is, groups of Germans working abroad] in many neutral 
countries.”7  Attempting to make sense of the United States, therefore, involved more than 
simply coming to terms with the German filmmakers in Hollywood.   It included allowing 
German audiences and consumers to experience the United States as a site of travel (both past 
and present), and more importantly, it required creative manipulations to find a usable image of 
the United States that allowed Germans to advance their own interests on an international scale.  
                                                 
5
 For an overview of the many German travelogues dealing with California see Californien: 
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7
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 The international film industry, as German observers aptly noted, was not a closed 
system; other nations also grappled with export imbalances, the loss of key filmmakers, and the 
desire to maintain cultural autonomy in the wake of widespread American success.  In the 
process of mutually dealing with these concerns, other nations looked to one another—and 
notably to Germany—for insight into avoiding Hollywood domination. Yet this situation also 
allowed Germany a means of promoting its own national priorities, using individual filmmakers 
as a form of cultural currency and appropriating American techniques, ideas, images and even 
films when it meant gaining an advantage in the larger global market.  Looking beyond 
Hollywood allowed German filmmakers and their critics to evaluate where Germany stood in 
relation to the American film industry and the international system more broadly and to debate 
what it meant to have German film that was not necessarily conceived of or executed in 
Germany. The United States was more than merely a dangerous competitor to Germany.  It 
offered a means to integrate Germany into a larger world: to form a variety of international 
relationships and to engage in a wide range of experiences predicated on both real and cinematic 
travel.  
 
Cinematic Diplomacy 
One of the keys to German filmmaking success in the 1920s was its ability to work within a 
world system.  Fear of American cinematic dominance led German filmmakers to look outside 
Europe for partners, models of resistance against American encroachment, as well as potential 
markets for German film.  In many cases they used the same places in both capacities, as with 
India, playing the two roles off of one another in public discourse.  Conversely other nations 
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looked to Germany in their attempts to foster local production amenable to local tastes.
8
  The 
Indian Cinematograph Committee put it explicitly: “Every country which had to get rid of a 
foreign grip and advance its own film industry has had to resort to this quota system. Germany 
has done so with marvelous effect. Notwithstanding her Kontingent system she has maintained 
her reputation for excellence in technique, just as America has won the first place for excellence 
in business organization and management in the film industry.”9  The American film industry‟s 
success in exporting around the globe created the unique situation in which national industries 
both in and outside of Europe began looking to one another for means to promote their own 
national interests, forming relationships, like that between Germany and India, in which film 
partnerships were not simply a means to make money through export but also a way to mutually 
protect local culture in the face of American standardization.  
                                                 
8
 The film historian Robert Sklar has noted that there was really only a handful of countries with 
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with China also attempting to break into the world market.  Robert Sklar, Movie-Made America:  
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Report of the India Cinematograph Committee (Madras: Government of India Central 
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 India was not the only place where Germans wanted to institute relationships—or to 
export films.  Making inroads into Latin American markets was, as Horak suggests, lucrative, but 
it also had a symbolic significance, the rhetorical forming of partnerships vis-à-vis Hollywood 
expansion which, by 1925 according to German assessments had made “South America for all 
intents and purposes a colony of the USA.”10   Japanese success in pushing out foreign films 
made the Japanese industry noteworthy as a model of national autonomy as well as a potential 
competitor.
11
   However, Japanese autonomy also made German successes in Japan all the more 
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 “Deutschland in Südamerika,” Lichtbild Bühne 18, no. 207 (1925): 25.  By 1930 90% of the 
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significant, as they were hard-won not just against the Americans, but also against anti-foreign 
sentiments more broadly.  Indeed key German actors and directors gained fame throughout the 
world, and their successes, especially in places like Japan and South America, were German 
successes, suggesting that Germany could benefit from the nature of the international system 
through the reputations and successes of key individuals who represented Germany abroad 
despite (or because of) stiff competition from throughout the movie-producing world. 
 Throughout the mid- and late 1920s the Lichtbild-Bühne published a series of 
compilations of statistics on South American censorship.  In late 1924 it noted that there had 
been 927 censored North American films or roughly 83% of the total, while there had been only 
23 censored German films (or 2.1%).   It stated that “it is obvious that the USA has the lion‟s 
share of film consumption in this American land, so it is especially amazing that Germany has 
performed so well in this market and has in such a slight manner been censored.  It must be 
sympathy for German art that allows German firms to avoid substantial cuts [through censorship] 
on the Brazilian market and achieve greater successes.”12 The ultimate conclusion in its 
consideration of these statistics was, therefore, not that American films were being censored in 
greater numbers due to their proportionately larger part of the market, but rather that something 
about German art specifically resonated with Brazilian audiences making them more receptive to 
German film and ultimately less likely to censor it. 
 In 1926, the Lichtbild Bühne noted that of the 1274 films (or roughly 1,500,000 meters) 
that had been censored in Brazil that year, just over 80%  or 1065 films were American while 
                                                                                                                                                             
amazing extent. But it appears to have been due to private enterprise combined with a natural 
preference for Japanese films and a strict censorship.” Report, 66. 
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 “Brasilianische Ziffern,” Lichtbild Bühne 17, no. 44 (1924), 21. 
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only 24 films (or 1.9% of the total) came from Germany.
13
  Though in this assessment it made no 
mention of the proportionately higher number of films America imported into Brazil—and thus 
the greater likelihood that American films would be altered in some way—the Lichtbild Bühne 
did take the disparity between the two as heartening, suggesting that though Brazil sought to 
promote its own local production (censoring only 24 Brazilian films) they were not opposed to 
German material.   Within the Brazilian film periodicals used to promote Brazilian companies 
and their works, German film stars were easily identifiable, particularly Lil Dagover.  Indeed, “in 
several of the recent editions Cinarte, under the title „The Stars of Ufa—the Cinema “über 
alles…”‟ (these last words in German) billed pictures starring Lil Dagover, Lya de Putti, Ellen 
Richter and Ossi Oswalda.”14  The Lichtbild Bühne concluded its assessment by suggesting that 
the combination of these two elements, Brazil‟s strident censorship of American films and their 
fascination with specifically German stars, meant that German film had real potential in Brazil.  
This potential was compounded when one considered the substantial number of German-
speaking immigrants lived in Brazil who had “not yet been exploited” as a film resource. 
German stars like Lil Dagover, though they never traveled to Brazil themselves, acted as 
testaments to the transnational nature of German film—and what is more, like Murnau, whose 
name was attached to his apocryphal film to give it greater substance in a foreign context—as 
cultural currency, acting not only as representatives of German cinematic achievement but as 
emissaries of German culture as well. 
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 Argentina offered another specific target for German filmmakers, partially because unlike 
other potential destinations the import restrictions were comparatively lax and partially because, 
as in Brazil, there was a small but substantial number of German speakers already living in 
Argentina who desired German films without translation.  Though in the case of Brazil, German 
observers conceded that in the 1920s there had not been much success in exploiting this resource, 
the focus on Germans abroad suggests that despite the fact that this community of immigrants 
was small, the transnational circulation of German culture rested not just on filmmakers who 
themselves traveled or whose reputations lent them international notoriety, but also relied on 
German-speaking audiences abroad.  It was not a coincidence that these assessments followed 
the most intense period of German immigration to Argentina in 1923-24, which allowed the Film 
Kurier to suggest that “Argentina has been for a long time a country for German film.  There are 
in Buenos Aires more creditors who specifically dedicate themselves to German film, and there 
are also there theater owners who exhibit German films with German titles for the German 
residents.”  The reason for this was that “German film has in the last season in Argentina further 
intensified, and there has been increasing expansion of German film” even if it did sometimes 
come “at the expense of quality” or unfortunately sometimes led to distribution “more or less 
anonymously of their German origin.”15  It was not simply because Argentina had workable rules 
about foreign imports nor even simply the supposedly superior artistic quality of German films; 
the real potential for Germans in South America was the connection to a specifically German 
culture. 
 As the 2008 “discovery” of the original version of Fritz Lang‟s Metropolis in an 
Argentine film archive also suggests, there were representatives working on both sides of this 
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relationship.  The film originally came to Argentina via the Argentine film distributer Adolfo 
Wilson, who happened to be in Berlin during Metropolis’s original, German premier and liked 
the film so much that he purchased rights and took it back with him.  Wilson‟s company had 
taken over the German distributing company Terra in 1924, which had been working in 
Argentina since its foundation in 1920.   And while the new company Wilson & Co. scouted 
widely across Europe for films to bring to Argentina, Wilson retained ties to Ufa in particular 
and thus was among the first to see Metropolis in early 1927.   The editing that altered the film to 
the existing form was done immediately after this premier, largely instigated by Paramount who 
felt the film was too long for American audiences.  While this discovery has prompted the search 
for and discovery of other films from throughout the world that were thought to be lost but still 
exist in Argentine archives, the connections with German cinema, particularly via big stars like 
Lang remained central to shaping Argentine consumers‟ cosmopolitan tastes.16 
 Japan was another area to which Germans looked both for the potential to export and as a 
model of resistance against American encroachment.  As the ICC suggested, Japan, perhaps 
uniquely, was able to stem the flow of American films and promote local production.  This trend, 
resulting in 600 Japanese productions over the course of 1928 prompted Walther Kirchheim to 
examine how the Japanese had been so successful in evading foreign domination.  Ultimately he 
credited a combination of factors.  The first was heavy customs duties which were as high as 
three yen per foot of film—or approximately 210 yen (or 420 Marks) for a 7000-foot or 80-
minute film—up from what was once one yen per meter.  The second key issue involved local 
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standards of morality, which made the Japanese wary of imports, especially European ones.   It 
was this aversion to what he called “Dangerous Thoughts” that led the Japanese censors to block 
the showing of Metropolis, as “fears of bolshevism are great.”17 Though Kirchheim ultimately 
concluded that in order for German exporters to make headway into Japan‟s market, they would 
need to study Japanese sensibilities more closely, he was undeniably impressed at the Japanese 
capacity to foster local production, even if it came at the expense of German exports. 
 Heinz Karl Heiland of the Kinematograph took a slightly different view.  After a detailed 
report of the intricacies of Japanese film production, an in-depth look at the Japanese studio 
system, and a consideration of Japanese taste in film, he concluded that there was no way to 
force Japanese audiences to accept European or American productions.  Instead of competition, 
the only potential solution was collaboration.  Heiland was largely skeptical of Japanese films.  
He understood that there was a great deal of time, work and money put into Japanese films to 
make them the artistic pieces that they were, but he believed that they would forever fall outside 
Western comprehension and so “we don‟t need to be afraid of an invasion of Japanese film,” 
despite the fact that the Japanese would rather export their films than collaborate with 
Europeans.  But his assessment of European and American taste and Japanese visions of the 
United States was that collaboration might work.  The Americans, he suggested, had been trying 
for collaboration with no success, because, he believed, the Japanese viewed “everything in the 
American system as a deadly enemy [Todfeind].”    Yet it was exactly this “limitless national 
distemper of the Japanese against America” that might ultimately help Europeans seeking to 
work with the Japanese system.  It would be difficult he acknowledged, especially since the 
                                                 
17
 Walter Kirchheim, “Japans Production: 600 Filme im Jahr,” Film Kurier 11, no. 12 (1929), 5. 
237 
 
linguistic barriers were so stark, but it was the only way he could see to tap into Japanese 
resources.
18
 
 The fact that it was increasingly difficult to export films to Japan made the successes—
and particularly German successes—all the more significant.  Unsurprisingly since these were so 
hard won, these successes were largely due to the popularity of certain individuals.  The 
Lichtbild Bühne declared “Jannings Week in Tokyo” in early 1928, as the Cinema Palace in 
Tokyo chose to run two Jannings films: Ufa‟s Varieté and Paramount‟s The Way of all Flesh.  
The Tokyo correspondent found it significant that both Jannings films were popular in Japan, 
turning Jannings into a cultural icon that paved the way for further German imports into Japan.  
He noted a Lubitsch evening in February at the Asahi House in Tokyo as well as the Taguchi 
firm‟s purchase of licenses for Laster der Menschheit (The Vices of Mankind, 1927), Die da 
unten (Those Down There, 1926), Faust (1926), and Metropolis (1927) all of which, even if they 
were not going to make huge profits, at least left a German cultural imprint on Japanese 
audiences.  Further, while it is not surprising that he claimed Jannings as a specifically German 
cultural icon, he felt compelled to differentiate between the two films, one of which was German 
and the other of which was American.  He stated, “Interestingly Varieté was better received by 
the Japanese public than The Way of All Flesh.  This is nothing against Jannings‟s acting 
prowess.  But his partner Philis Hover can‟t be compared to Lya de Putti.  Also, the dramatic 
development of American film over the first half wasn‟t interesting enough whereas Varieté 
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from beginning to end without break was breathlessly exciting.”19  Japanese audiences, he chose 
to conclude, were far more receptive to German films than American ones, and films like Varieté 
and Lang‟s Nibelungen were paving the way for more German blockbusters to be successes in 
Japan.  He was therefore able to end by suggesting that “German film is actually the mediator 
between European literature and the Japanese people.”  The Tokyo correspondent not only 
succeeded in appropriating Jannings‟s career in the United States as a dimension of German 
artistic export but also managed to segregate the American parts of these works in such a way 
that it was German art in particular that made Jannings—and indeed European cinema more 
broadly—appealing to the Japanese, who, as he and his readers knew had a reputation for 
eschewing foreign productions.  “Jannings Week” was not simply a noteworthy occasion 
because German film stars had gained notoriety abroad but because they could be used—either 
rhetorically or practically—to pave the way for other hard-won successes.  
 Several months later, the Tokyo correspondent again picked up on the theme of German 
success in Japan, particularly vis-à-vis the United States, declaring a “European film invasion of 
Japan.”  He noted both famous and more obscure German films being shown in particular 
Japanese theaters, including Liebe macht blind (Love Blinds, 1926) in the Musashino Theater, as 
well as Die Liebe von Jenne Ney (The Love of Jenne Ney, 1927) and Eifersucht (Jealousy, 1925) 
at the Taguchi Theater and Ramper, der Tiermensch (Ramper, the Animal Person, 1927), and 
Privatleben der Helena von Troja (The Private Life of Helen of Troy, 1927) at various other 
locations.  Yet he also addressed American ambition stating, “Also other American companies 
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like Universal and Paramount have for the coming season a large array of films available for 
demonstration: for example The Man that Laughed with Veidt stage managed by Leni and 
Dupont‟s Love Me and the World is Mine.”20  The fact that he mentioned only films that were 
starred, conceived or directed by Germans in the United States subtly insinuated that they were 
to a degree German films, that any success they received outside of Europe or the United States 
reflected well on Germany and could be appropriated as a victory of the German film industry.  
Though he stopped short of saying it outright, the Germans in the United States making films 
that had international success contributed culturally if not financially to the international success 
of Germany as a whole; he mentioned films that were internationally well known but which also 
could be linked back to Germany with the understanding that if they succeeded in Japan it was 
because Europeans had already conquered it through their careful exports. 
 The Germans who gained international reputations were seen to bolster the German film 
industry even several degrees removed from Germany itself, a phenomenon that largely 
functioned without the filmmakers themselves needing to be present at the various international 
locations.  Their work in the United States helped in this regard, as American films were making 
their way through the established export channels that their competitors found so threatening, 
and German-American films were obviously among them.  Further, in the absence of outright 
domination, Germans were willing to claim non-American markets as partners, both because this 
led to opportunities for (often lopsided) cultural exchange and because they recognized that these 
partnerships were essential in circumventing and when possible appropriating American 
networks.  Despite the fact that American companies controlled such a high share of the 
international market, particularly in places like Central and South America where in 1926 they 
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exported nearly seven million feet of film to Mexico alone (with the projection of nearly ninety 
million feet for all of South America in 1927) this did not stop German observers from 
concluding that “it certainly would be profitable if in the future Europe gave increasing attention 
to South American marketing zones.”21  Yet how that attention could be turned into profitable—
or at least culturally significant—endeavors meant relying on the reputations of German film 
stars who by the late 1920s were largely at ease with their international roles.  By the late 1920s 
German producers understood that they could not function in the same way as they always had.  
Much of what Kracauer and other observers called malaise in the German film industry in the 
1920s was actually an attempt to find new ways to be part of the international conversation, even 
if it meant accepting the Germans in Hollywood and throughout the world and then using them 
in creative ways to further Germany‟s reputation. 
 
A German in the South Seas  
Upon the death of F.W. Murnau in 1931, Emil Jannings wrote in eulogy, “Of all the great 
personalities of the cinema Murnau was the most German.”22  Yet even when he was alive, F.W. 
Murnau stood as a symbol of not only German filmmaking but also of the inherently 
transnational nature of German film.  After his death, however, he became even more integral to 
discussions of the state of the German industry; killed in a car accident in Southern California in 
1931, while in the midst of planning to return to Germany to celebrate the opening of his most 
recent film, Tabu, he was cast not only as the native son forever stranded from his homeland, but 
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also as an emissary of German filmmaking genius abroad.  His final film itself acts as a 
testament to the fluid national boundaries in filmmaking in the 1920s and early 1930s; 
independently funded though distributed by Paramount, Murnau chartered a boat and set out 
from his base in Hollywood to shoot the film on location in Bora Bora, a quasi-anthropological 
endeavor that not only tapped into American ethnographic fantasies but also spoke directly to 
German audiences.  He expressly intended the film for multiple markets even while it in and of 
itself stood outside of any strict national affiliation.  The film, produced using only “native” 
actors, also served to reinforce the “white” commonality of Germans and Americans even while 
bids to claim Murnau himself and his work as distinctly German divided opinions over where he 
and his oeuvre stood in an international context. This duel tension allowed German (and indeed 
American) observers the opportunity to discuss not only the consequences of travel film, but also 
the ways in which one could read “civilization”—European, American, and Polynesian—through 
the products of these endeavors. 
 Murnau himself was largely seen as a Hollywood outsider.  Recruited in 1926 by William 
Fox, Murnau came to the United States to make Sunrise for Fox Films.  His arrival in Hollywood 
was much anticipated.  As his friend and collaborator on his South Seas film Robert Flaherty 
noted, “The Last Laugh , that silent wordless masterpiece of three decades ago convinced 
William Fox that its German director, F.W. Murnau was a genius.  At that time, a genius was just 
what the Fox Film Corporation needed.  No foreign director ever trod so rich and red a carpet as 
the one that Fox rolled out for Murnau.” 23    Further as his friend and biographer Lotte Eisner put 
it “he was monarch of all he surveyed, and it was as absolute dictator, with more than ample 
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money at his disposal, that he began the preparatory work for Sunrise.”24  Yet Eisner also 
observed that he had few close friends in California, despite the increasing German presence 
there.  Until his death, Murnau remained friends with Salka and Berthold Viertel, who ultimately 
handled his funeral arrangements, but he largely preferred to keep his own company and Eisner 
noted the sparsely populated nature of his funeral, suggesting that rumors of Murnau‟s 
homosexuality kept all but the most loyal away: the Viertels, Greta Garbo, George O‟Brien, and 
seven others, eleven mourners total.
25
  It was perhaps this disconnect that made him such a 
convenient transnational figure, as he went to the United States willingly and readily participated 
in the industry but never fully embraced it, convincingly playing the role of the German, 
cosmopolitan artist.  
 Murnau also had had enough artistic and financial success that when he decided to make 
his South Seas film, he financed it himself so that he was able to make all of the casting, 
directorial and editorial decisions himself.  Though he did originally set out to collaborate with 
Robert Flaherty, who did ultimately help with much of the planning, among other key choices, it 
was Murnau‟s decision to keep this a silent film at a time when sound had become almost 
entirely ubiquitous in both Europe and the United States.  Yet in keeping the film silent, telling a 
largely epistolary story, as was his custom, in which the only text were letters exchanged among 
the characters, Murnau intended not only to retain the artistic medium through which he 
preferred to work, but also the ability to construct a narrative in such a way that it could have a 
universal appeal: an adventure story in which race and therefore cultural difference was evident 
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purely through sight and thus for which Murnau himself could act as the cultural translator 
through his signature manipulation of images.   
 This was compounded by his insistence on using only “native” actors: indeed both 
Murnau himself and Paramount as the distributer went to great pains to create an aura of 
authentic mystique, through which the viewer saw the film as one in which “[t]he actors in it are 
natives, most of whom had never heard of a movie camera before Murnau and his companion 
R.J. Flaherty journeyed there in their little sailing vessel.”26 Further, Murnau stated in a letter to 
Kurt Korff at Ullstein Verlag in Berlin which included the pictures he took in Bora Bora 
intended for advertisement of the film that “I am sending you some pictures of the main 
characters who, we think, while they have all the qualities of the pure native appearance still will 
appeal to a white audience.  Personally, I think these people with their childlike charm and grace 
would be a sensation if they entered European or American studios.”27  Murnau was consciously 
playing to both European and American perceptions of what Polynesian actors should look like, 
but also what they would accept in terms of aesthetics; Murnau wanted not only the “reality” of 
native actors, but also specific actors who would appeal to preconceived notions in the United 
States and Germany of the “authentic” environment and its inhabitants, positioning the white 
consumers of the fantasy squarely against a consciously manipulated set of images of “natives” 
that served to create a “real” fairy tale.28  
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 This manipulation of reality spilled off the screen as well.  The female lead, credited as 
only as “Reri” (also the character‟s name) gained further notoriety in Germany when she came to 
visit Berlin after the opening of the film.  Because she was advertised as the participant in 
“Uncivilized love/rapturous romance,” one who was “Forbidden! The fairest flower of the South 
Seas—yet love was forbidden to her!” German observers found it incongruous and disconcerting 
to see Reri, as they continued to call her, in Berlin‟s modern, metropolitan milieu.  The Berliner 
Morgenpost reiterated images of her child-like simplicity, calling her “the little girl from the film 
„Tabu‟” and an “authentic child of nature ” [ein echtes Naturkind].  They also noted how, though 
she “wears no flowers in her blue-black hair and no brightly colored clothes” she “prefers to go 
barefoot and to sleep on the floor.”  Further, according to the article, she knew no German except 
“Jawohl” and “Danke schön,” was delighted by the mechanical mouse at the Weihnachtsmarkt, 
and liked to play with dolls, all suggesting that though she was out of place in this new 
environment, she retained her child-like simplicity and wonder.   Yet they were also forced to 
deal with her desire to dance, smoke cigarettes and drink cocktails, activities seemingly 
irreconcilable with the purity of her previously untarnished character, now corrupted by her 
encounter with the modern city.
29
 
                                                 
29
 The New York Times also wrote a feature piece on Reri.  Rather than focusing on the 
idiosyncrasies that made her distinctly Polynesian, the Times instead quoted Murnau at length 
regarding his perceptions of Polynesian people: “They lived without modesty and in continual 
play…I was struck with the whiteness of the natives.  They are Polynesians, without a single 
Negroid trace.  Their hair is straight and wavy.  Their skin is colored only as is that of those who 
lived practically unclothed beneath the tropical sun.”  Further, “She looks like the most beautiful 
of our Hollywood girls, with the exception that she has a small degree of the flatness of face 
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 Gusti Schidlof of Der Filmwoche was even more anxious about the shattered 
expectations of Reri given her South Sees origins and the preconceptions her performance on 
screen reinforced.  Schidlof opened her article by asking, “Little South Sea maiden, what have 
you done?”  She then addressed the rest of her article to Reri, in the process condemning the 
modern technology that deflowered this otherwise entirely pure and innocent child, who 
implicitly serves as a synecdoche for all innocent island peoples everywhere: 
 
 Your days were good fortune and sun.  The sea blue and endless, spread itself before 
 your shining eyes.  Everything was bright and without care.  You wound flowers into 
 your hair.  Little Reri, you the most beautiful on that distant island…you lived in 
 paradise, where work was a game, love was griefless, sleep and food, dance and music 
 your life was abounding.  Until one day strangers came to the island of Bora Bora.  Your 
 friends and you showed them hospitality.  Gradually you learned, what had led them to 
 you.  They had come after Tahiti in order to make a film, and they went by yacht for 
 months on the sea around at the different islands and searched for actors for this film.  
 They are named Murnau and Flaherty.  You do not know what film is.  You do not know 
 what actors are.  A significant day in your life came.  The strange men chose you as the 
 most beautiful girl.  You, little Reri, became the beauty queen of Bora Bora and certainly 
 you were proud of this honor.  Then you learned what films are and what camera does, 
 before which you must smile and cry, dance and suffer…When they were finished with 
                                                                                                                                                             
which is characteristic of the South Sea island native.” “Her One Performance,” New York Times 
March 22, 1931.  In fact, “Reri” went on to perform in at least two other films between 1931 and 
1937, a Polish film called The Black Pearl and an American film called The Hurricane. 
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 their work, they knew that they had created a film, that was a symphony of [your] beauty. 
 The strange men left your islands.  They were certain that you never would never see this 
 film, that your bright unconscious and simple existence would go on….  It happened 
 differently.  You left your blessed island and traveled away, gives far away, into a strange 
 country into a city with sky high houses, with cars and telephones, theaters, cinemas, 
 hunger, worry, crudeness.  You will dance and sing before many strangers….Little South 
 Sea maiden, what have you done?
30
   
 
Outside of the obvious slight on modernity and the ways in which technology has perverted 
rather than improved the lives of everyone, particularly the untouched peoples of the South 
Pacific, Schidlof performed significant manipulations of the concept of agency.  She wanted to 
blame Murnau and Flaherty for exposing Reri to the intoxicating affliction of seeing oneself on 
screen but she also suggested that it was Reri herself who made the mistake in giving in to this 
exhibitionist desire.  This tension was perhaps due to the fact that neither Reri nor Polynesia was 
the tabula rasa that the Berliner Morgenpost and Schidlof imagined.  Reri, who outside the 
context of this film went by the name Anne Chevalier was not actually a sheltered island native, 
but was in fact the daughter of a Polynesian woman and her French trader husband.  She also 
went on to a significant career in vaudeville—and probably smoked a good many cigarettes and 
drank a substantial number of cocktails along the way.
31
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 Gusti Schidlof, “Reri,” Die Filmwoche 9, no. 34. (1931): 1078. 
31“F. W. Murnaus letzter Film. „Tabu‟ im Ufa-Pavillon am Nollendorfplatz,” 8-Uhr Abendblatt 
der National-Zeitung (28 August 1931). This article notes that Reri quit her island for the 
Siegfried Follies in New York. 
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 Tabu and its reception, therefore, illustrated persistent, if not particularly coherent, 
colonial nostalgia.
32
 Germans knew that the image of the South Seas they were receiving in this 
scenario was filtered through the lens of a camera; as Berlin am Morgen stated “Because one 
knows about the South Sea islands, a story of colonization, Christianization, alcoholism, 
syphilitic contamination, inhuman exploitations and the assertion of white culture, the South Sea 
Islands in this film are doubly magical to us.”33  Thus, as Eisner noted, “Murnau did not make an 
expedition to observe native customs and record them in scientific detail.  He was an artist who 
had a set out with the endless European nostalgia for beauty and the sun.  What he sought, he 
found.” 34   That this was “a film of real things” in which “nearly every scene shouts its 
authenticity,” was less a desire to enlighten audiences as to the reality of the world in the South 
Seas, but more a desire (on the part of advertisers as much as any) to show that audiences‟ 
                                                 
32
 Germany had a long history in the South Pacific, beginning with individual travelers, often 
associated with other national endeavors like Adelbert von Chamisso and Georg Forster and 
including Augustin Krämer‟s “special relationship” with Samoa, a largely cultural designation at 
the end of the nineteenth century that was intended to cater to Germans‟ desire for exotic peoples 
and the outward expansion of German culture.  See Harry Liebersohn “Coming of Age in the 
Pacific: German Ethnography from Chamisso to Krämer” in Worldly Provincialism: German 
Anthropology in the Age of Empire, eds. Glenn Penny and Matti Bunzl (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 2003) 31-46. 
33
 “Eine Magazingeschichte aus der Suedsee: „Tabu,‟ F.W. Murnaues letzter Film” Berlin am 
Morgen 29 August 1931 (no. 201): 59.  See also “Murnaus letzter Film „Tabu‟ im Ufa-Pavillon,” 
12 Uhr Blatt Berlin (25 August 1931); and Illustrierter Film-Kurier no. 1630. 
34
  Eisner, Murnau, 204. 
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preconceived fantasies were, in fact, true.
35
 The fantasy was powerful because it consciously 
flew in the face of the unpleasant realities of the colonizing project to suggest that there was a 
pure form of native culture, devoid of European modernity, even if this Eden-like culture did not 
produce a happy ending for any of the characters involved.  Murnau‟s South Seas fantasy 
affirmed the desired world order: the fantasy of a pure, primitive Polynesian society in stark 
contrast to the civilization of the West, including Germany.     
 In some circumstances, this was more effective than others. Though the majority of the 
press about the film was laudatory because Tabu was beautiful and posthumous, the end of a 
brilliant career, there were a few voices that were willing to dispute the quality of the film, 
particularly on its claims of authenticity.  Thus there was an informed dimension to the reviews 
that demanded more than tropes, stereotypes, and two-dimensional fantasies.  They understood 
that the film was not real simply because it was filmed on location, and they suggested that by 
1931 it was perhaps not even possible to have a “real fairy tale.”  German and American 
audiences may have responded well to the crass “native” stereotypes but there was also an 
ethnographically savvy element of the critical press, a group, as in the case of India, that was 
calling for more nuanced ethnographic and historical representations even within feature films. 
 The left-leaning periodicals Die Weltbildbühne and Sozialistische Monatshefte both 
suggested that, though Murnau and his work were well respected in Germany, Tabu was not 
sufficiently “real” to shake off the stigma Hollywood vacuity; it was neither serious social 
commentary nor even genuine art.  Rudolf Arnheim, who went on to a successful career writing 
about the psychology of art and the theorization of visual studies, spent the 1920s writing for Die 
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 Advertizing billboards/posters, found in BFM file Tabu: 4284 1930/1931 US R: F.W. Murnau, 
Robert J. Flaherty. 
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Weltbildbühne, and in this context, he specifically took issue with the supposed veracity of the 
film, suggesting that “as a feature film, Tabu is a bad idea…as a documentary film it offers even 
less, as it offers much less truth than we demand today.”  Thus his most stringent criticism was 
that “it is certainly not true that the South Seas Islanders act how European and American film 
actors of ten years ago played them as acting.”  Thus, echoing some assessments of Osten‟s later 
Indian films, Arnheim found the film not only frustrating because at some level it purported itself 
to be true when it was clearly an ethnographic fantasy but also exceptionally dangerous because 
“every naïve audience might mistake it for real.” Arnheim maintained that the time had come for 
a more sophisticated form of filmmaking that transcended the stereotypes and the default 
fantasies that illustrated more about the priorities of American and European filmmakers than the 
real lives of their subjects.
36
    
 The Sozialistische Monatsheft called the film “a horrible disappointment,” noting 
Murnau‟s independent financing of the film which led them to believe that it would have been of 
a higher quality than standard Hollywood fare with “purely artistic intentions,” but “the poison 
of the Hollywood film industry appears to be effective even over a thousand miles away.”  They 
suggested that this corruption went even further than this single film that “one now knows what a 
South Seas fantasy of an Americanized film director looks like, a director who has lost his 
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 Rudolf Arnheim, “Tabu,” Weltbildbühne 27, no. 35 (1931): 346-347. The Sozialistische 
Bildung echoed this assessment in their “Lichtbild und Film” section under the heading 
suggesting that in this film Murnau‟s idealization of the South Seas people is akin to Tacitus 
writing about the Germans. “Amerikanischer Film,” Socialistische Bildung, 4 September 1931. 
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European soul.”37 In this assessment, the unbelievable fantasy of the film, the attempt to portray 
a people “in a heavenly condition…before they had eaten the fruits of civilization” was not only 
a disappointment as a single film, but the result of the corrosive power of Hollywood on one of 
the most quintessentially German film artists.  The only way that Murnau could have produced 
such a frustrating film, the Sozialistische Monatshefte concluded, was if he forsook his European 
soul in going to the United States.    
 Herbert Ihring, himself a director and screen writer as well as a journalist, in his 
assessment of the film, though less harsh on Murnau personally, deliberately broke the film 
down into its German and American components.  He began by expounding on the artificiality of 
Hollywood productions noting that though “this film was born far from Hollywood out of 
Hollywood‟s hatred for purity of pictures, the fable returned to Hollywood,” meaning that while 
“all the natives [who were in the film] began in the water, in the forest, on the beach…they 
began to act as though a European was auditioning for the performance.”  Yet he ultimately 
divided the problems with the film into specifically German and American qualities.
38
 He stated, 
“Tabu is in its frills a German film.  German: the romantic yearning for a better, paradise world.  
German: the search in this ideal for a strange people to depict.  German: the tension between 
meditation and action.  Treatment: everything that is beautiful is ideal…a romance, exactly so 
American, so sweet as in other films…Tabu is of Hollywood and is for Hollywood, the mistake 
of a seeker of beauty in the year 1930.”  He thus attributed the longing for ethnographic or quasi-
                                                 
37Ernst Kallai, “Sozialistische Bewegungskunst,” Sozialistische Monatshefte (8 February 1932): 
186-187. 
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 Herbert Ihring, “Der letzte Murnaufilm,” unlabeled clipping, (28 August 1931) found in Berlin 
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ethnographic film and particularly its aesthetically pleasing elements to the German dimensions 
of the film but ultimately the silliness of the plot and the failure of the film to deliver on its 
informative promise to the fact that this was a product of Hollywood intended for Americans.
39
 
 Fritz Olimsky echoed this sentiment by suggesting that the film not only lacked substance 
but that it was clearly not an instance of “original innate life untouched by civilization” but rather 
one of “the civilization of the natives” which “rather repulsively mixes…the culture of the 
natives and the un-culture of the whites.”    He attributed this style to Americans, suggesting that 
since it was an American audience that would first view the film, it was for them that this 
concept was produced: that “this cheap concession best serves the taste of the large American 
                                                 
39
 There may be an element of truth in this suggestion, as American reception of the film was 
generally positive.  Life, Time, The New Yorker, The Spectator and The Commonweal all gave 
favorable reviews to the film while noting both the “native and half-breed actors.”  On the whole, 
they lauded the authenticity of the film.  Commonweal suggested that “Tabu rests its case on the 
authenticity of detail and on the drama of objective action” while Life stated that it “goes through 
its motions with an utter naturalness that is a pleasant relief from the accepted form of film 
emoting…The most interesting features of the picture are the faces and figures of the natives and 
the photography.  Scenes showing these strong, handsome, brown-skinned men and women 
disporting themselves gaily in sylvan pools, sliding down silvery cataracts and shaking a nervous 
hip in native jigs makes one long for life in which the cost of living so cheap and the risk of 
inhibitions is reduced to the minimum.”  Richard Dana Skinner, “Tabu,” The Commonweal 14, 
(1 July 1931): 246; Harry Evans, “Tabu,” Life 97, (22 May 1931): 18. 
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children.”40  Thus Olimsky, too, found fault in the pseudo-ethnographic depictions of the South 
Seas Islanders, but happily attributed this lack of taste to the nature and consumption of the film 
industry in the United States.  
 These assessments stood in contrast to Arnheim, who was willing to link German and 
American film personnel against the South Sea Islanders, rather than suggesting this was a 
problem endemic solely to Hollywood.  Indeed he invoked specifically German references like 
Henny Porten and  Karl May in his analysis of the film.  He thus emphasized the commonality of 
German and American film culture which stood in contrast to the South Sea Islands, implicitly 
linking Hollywood and Berlin.   This is striking because most of the other assessments of 
Murnau‟s divided career—stated the most starkly in Sozialistische Bewegungskunst, but noted 
implicitly elsewhere in the German press—attempted to use Hollywood‟s reputation for 
commercialism to excuse Murnau from responsibility for problems with the film.  The majority 
of German observers clearly found it simpler to write off the deficiencies of this film by 
suggesting they were simply a result of Murnau‟s indoctrination by Hollywood consumerism 
rather than a problem that might also affect Germany and German film. 
 Further, Murnau‟s death coupled with the visual beauty of the film, meant that this 
“endless European nostalgia” not only reverberated through German receptions of the film, but 
also quickly became a part of the legend of Murnau and his death as well.  Francis Fock praised 
Murnau for being a “literary director” and suggesting that “a man of his quality must have felt 
extremely unhappy in Hollywood.”  It was only in the South Seas where Murnau could truly 
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 Fritz Olimsky, unlabeled press clipping found in BFM file Tabu: 4284 1930/1931 US R: F.W. 
Murnau, Robert J. Flaherty. 
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practice his art and “free from all the American concessions make a film true to his own heart.”41  
Filmwelt in their assessment of “The Last film of F. W. Murnau” suggested Murnau‟s “departure 
from Hollywood [for the South Seas] was a flight from over-civilization.”  His destination was 
therefore the “happy islands whose remoteness protected them against the waves of 
Americanization.”  However, the choice of destination in the South Seas—and the desire to 
escape the Hollywood machine that led to this perceived over-civilization—was not as simple as 
a desire to escape to somewhere more idyllic.  Going to the United States was appealing at least 
in theory because “America was the hope of all those who felt the old continent was too 
cramped.”  However “[t]oday America is more progressive than Europe and has in its films room 
only for adventurous wishes.”  In contrast, the South Seas defied this push for civilization and 
offered only the opportunity to try to find a happy life, free from inhibitions.
42
  It was therefore 
understandable why one—and specifically Murnau—might leave Germany for the United States 
but then upon arriving there feel the need to pursue a more liberating option for the creation of 
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 Francis Fock, “Murnau‟s Letzter Film,” unlabeled clipping found in BFM file Tabu: 4284 
1930/1931 US R: F.W. Murnau, Robert J. Flaherty.  
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 “F.W. Murnaus letzter Film,” Filmwelt (26 Julu1931) found in BA-FA file 16441 Tabu Reg 
Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau USA 1929-30. Other obituaries were less explicit about Murnau‟s 
departure for America and what it meant for German film, but they noted that it was the 
international success of his Der letzte Mann that opened opportunities for Germans, specifically 
Jannings and Murnau to work in the United States, while also noting that Murnau was never 
especially able to acclimatize himself to the artistic atmosphere of Hollywood.    
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his art.  America simultaneously offered more opportunities than Europe while also remaining 
more restrictive.
43
 
 Ironically, one of the reasons Murnau became such a successful filmmaker (and therefore 
claimed as such a quintessentially German artist) was that he made a film in Der letzte Mann that 
achieved enough international renown to earn Murnau his initial invitation to work in the United 
States.   And while Murnau did have a distinctive style, which he retained to a degree while 
working in the United States, his German critics were happy to dismiss the shortcomings of his 
American work, attributing them to the restrictively commercial nature of the Hollywood 
industry while claiming his artistic innovation as a part of his German training.  The fact that 
Murnau never seemed to feel at home in Hollywood and his independent financing of the South 
Seas expedition only served to reinforce these assumptions amongst his German critics, while his 
death in the United States served to support the parallel idea that the American film industry took 
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 Conversely, the American Literary Digest, which published a three page feature on the film, 
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those film personnel it wanted, used them and their creative capacities up and then stood in the 
way from the triumphant homecoming they so deserved.
44
    
 The New York Times correspondent in Berlin echoed this sentiment, noting not only the 
sadness caused by Murnau‟s death, but the way in which Murnau, despite his absence from 
Berlin remained a part of the German national film consciousness, that his death was not only 
tragic because it was premature but because it happened so far from home.  He stated, “The 
report of F. W. Murnau‟s death was received with the greatest consternation here [in Berlin].  
Although he has not directed in Germany for some years, he, as well as Lubitsch, was still 
looked upon as part of Berlin filmdom.  Everybody was sure that both of them would come back 
to their native haunts.  And the event seemed doubly tragic when it became known that he was 
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 The underlying assumption that Murnau was somehow tricked or coerced into quitting 
Germany for the United States is, of course, absurd.  Murnau seemed to have a collegial 
relationship with William Fox and whatever his private feelings about his transition to 
Hollywood, professionally he felt it was the right choice, actively campaigning  for the 
opportunity to work in the American industry.  A letter from Murnau to William Fox on 
December 22, 1927 illustrates this overt cordiality: “A few days ago I previewed the last Ford 
picture, „grandmother Bernle.‟  It is my honest and candid opinion and I am utterly convinced 
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to Fox, December 22, 1927, BA-FA file 16441 Tabu Reg Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau USA 1929-
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on his way to Berlin when the fatal automobile accident took place.  Murnau needed the German 
atmosphere to lift him out of the rut into which he had sunk.”45  The correspondent reiterated not 
only the tragic nature of the thwarted homecoming, but the prevailing feelings of entitlement and 
ownership that characterized German perceptions of German filmmaking talent abroad: that they 
would, in fact return, not only because Berlin was home, but because they needed the artistic 
atmosphere of the German film world to recharge their creative capacities after spending time in 
Hollywood.  That Murnau was denied this opportunity meant that Germany and German film 
suffered a great loss through his death.
46
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 “Screen Items from the German Metropolis,” New York Times April 12, 1931. The article also 
mentions Lulu Pick, who also died in the US around the same time under similarly tragic 
circumstances.  Later in 1931 Lya de Putti‟s death at age 32 similarly made headlines after she 
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the German film press, which kept close tabs on him and published regular detailed reports of his 
work throughout the 1920s , indeed including him as one of the most prominent and successful 
members of the German film community.  Thus, it was the Nazi takeover and Lubitsch‟s Jewish 
background rather than his death that brought about his sudden departure from German 
headlines.  Lubitisch‟s voluntary emigration turned almost overnight into exile, making his 
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 It was therefore all the more important that Murnau—as an icon of German film—retain 
as much of his Germanness as possible.  This ideal stood in relation to the Polynesian subjects of 
his last film, but it was especially in contrast to the American system which had provided him 
with financial and artistic opportunity but also deprived him of the opportunity to explore sound 
film in Germany.  Emil Jannings, who enthusiastically and self-consciously took on the role of 
being another icon of Germanness in film, worked with Murnau in Germany and himself 
traveled to the United States to work with the German talent there: Lubitsch, Murnau, Kraly and 
others.  He was therefore one of the staunchest advocates of Murnau‟s inherently German nature.  
He stated, “Murnau never made a single concession to America.  The Dollar never stood as an 
obstacle in his way.  What this meant was that he always fought for his artistic and intellectual 
convictions.  He never knew the concept of a „business film.‟  He was only happy in Berlin 
where thanks to the inexhaustible faith of Erich Pommer he was able to attain [artistic] 
sovereignty…We met again in Hollywood and there together we fought for artistic 
sovereignty…The last I heard from him was a delighted and proud letter full longing for 
Germany.”47  Jannings deftly hit all of the points made in other assessments linking Murnau and 
Germany: that Murnau hated the materialism of the United States (and that America was 
inherently materialistic and thus devoid of artistic and intellectual freedoms), that he could only 
be truly happy in Germany where art triumphed over superficial beauty and consumerism, and 
that his deepest desire was to return to his homeland where he could start making equally 
                                                                                                                                                             
Germanness and his use as a German film icon even more complex than those filmmakers who 
were forced to flee Germany after 1933.  
47Emil Jannings, “F. W. Murnau,” Tempo (13 March 1931), found in BA-FA file Murnau, 
Friedrich Wilhelm. 
258 
 
innovative pictures using new technology.  Thus the use of Murnau and his final film illustrated 
German fantasies regarding German participation in filmmaking abroad: not only the longing for 
semi-ethnographic films that illustrated exotic fantasies but also the vision that Germans were 
integral to but also simultaneously artistically above the intrinsic consumerism of an 
international industry.   
 
America Beyond Hollywood   
Filmmakers may have focused German attention on Hollywood, but they were not the only 
Germans to travel to the United States.   German language travelogues addressing California 
dated back to the early nineteenth century, dealing with a range of topics from topography to 
missionary work.
 
  Travelogues from the second half of the nineteenth century, not surprisingly 
addressed the Gold Rush and particularly German emigrants‟ intersection with “California‟s 
mineral wealth.”48  After World War I, Germans went to California as journalists, students, 
geographers, and even tourists, publishing accounts of their journeys along the way.  The United 
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States remained fundamentally fascinating to German travelers—and to German consumers of 
travel literature—both because it retained its qualities a frontier land and because it was the 
home to “the German settlers…the brothers across the sea.”49 German travel to the United States 
was also significant in the 1920s because “to journey to America was to catch a glimpse of the 
future,” and German society, eager to leave behind the war, enthusiastically consumed the 
prophetic nature of American travel literature.
50
  However the postwar period complicated the 
picture of German travel, as it also invoked the relatively new fears of America as a “military 
opponent and victor” as well as “an emerging political, economic, and technological world 
power…and as a chief beneficiary of German currency devaluation.”51  German images of the 
United States, therefore, had to balance the political and economic reality of the America as a 
powerful modern nation with more idealistic images of California as a paradise land.  
 Further, while German filmmakers in Hollywood provoked a wave of concerns over the 
fate of German culture (as well as the German film industry), as Bradley Naranch has suggested, 
these fears applied across a wide range of professions and dated back to the 1840s and the 
Frankfurt National Assemblies‟ debates on regulating the trans-Atlantic emigration of thousands 
of Germans.   Like the German film colony, this wider movement contained a measure of 
optimism: “Middle class print culture thus evoked German colonists without colonialism, who 
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erected the signposts of Heimat and bourgeois sociability every where they went” including 
Cincinnati, New York and Chicago where commentators concluded that the “‟German element‟ 
would rise to an equal level of social prestige and cultural respectability while the „Irish 
influence‟ on American culture would remain modest.”  Thus “[f]or many middle-class 
Germans, the ongoing departure of thousands of families for new homelands overseas elicited 
feelings of both pride and protest.”52  The conflicted nature of this fantasy was mirrored in later, 
twentieth century assessments of the film industry: the potential inherent in exporting Germans 
and German culture abroad to broaden the base of the German homeland and the coinciding fear 
that the transfer of Germany‟s best would meant “that the Germans lands would remain 
politically and economically impoverished while the rest of the industrialized world profited 
from homegrown German talent.”  Coming to terms with American influence on Germany also 
meant coming to terms with the fantasies of the Auslandsdeutsche in the United States, both in 
and outside the film community.   
 As in the case of assessments of Murnau—as well as Lubitsch, Jannings and others—
there was the impulse to maintain an unabating interest in the United States as a land of 
opportunity and manifest destiny and the equally strong desire to depict the United States as a 
place where rampant capitalism replaced art with consumerist greed.  As Lutz Koepnick and 
others have aptly noted, this did not immediately or radically change after 1933.
53
  While 
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German filmmakers who voluntarily left Germany for the United States suddenly became 
conspicuously absent from the headlines, many of the tensions remained over the symbolic and 
practical roles of the United States in German film.  Luis Trenker, who in many ways can be 
seen as an icon of German film in the late 1920s and 1930s, expressed much of this tension in 
portions of his work.  Though perhaps best known for his Bergfilme (“mountain films”) and 
other sports pictures, which featured him hiking, skiing, mountain climbing and engaged in other 
athletic pursuits, Trenker also spent time in the United States, notably making two films that 
were shot, in part, in the United States but were cut and edited in Germany and marketed for 
German audiences.
54
  His Der Verlorene Sohn, (The Prodigal Son), released in 1934, and Der 
Kaiser von Kalifornien (The Emperor of California), released in 1936, both dealt with the themes 
of Germans in the United States and addressed the conflicted nature of the relationship between 
Germans and America, even while Trenker relied on the network of German émigrés in the 
United States to work as contacts in capitalizing on American resources to make the films.  
Further, Trenker himself, as a part of Germany‟s most visible filmmaking elite, starring in as 
well as directing and producing nearly all of his films, was able to make his role as a traveler in 
the United States into that of a high profile ambassador of American culture and history in 
Germany, crafting himself as a cultural translator for both contemporary film production and on 
a wider social and historical scale. 
 Trenker‟s popularity with German audiences—as well as his ability to play all sides of 
the political spectrum—meant that he was one of the few prominent filmmakers of the 1920s 
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who was able to continue working—and indeed traveling—after 1933, while his falling out with 
Goebbels and his semi-exile to his native South Tirol in 1939 likely saved his career after the end 
of the war, giving him not only wide influence but remarkable longevity.  Trenker trained with 
Arnold Fanck alongside Leni Reifenstahl, and while similarities in camera shots and editing 
techniques are visible in their respective works, Trenker was largely able to avoid making 
overtly political films, perhaps because of his proportionally greater interest in nature, sports, and 
ultimately his own career.   
 Trenker first came to the United States in 1931 on the suggestion of the German-
American agent Paul Kohner who approached Trenker about making an American version of 
Trenker‟s Berg in Flammen (Mountain in Flames).55  While in the United States, Trenker was 
able to meet the most prominent members of the German-American film community, including 
Paul Kohner, William Whyler, Ernst Lubitsch, and Carl Laemmle, from whom he solicited 
financing for his next project The Rebel/Der Rebell. Laemmle did ultimately subsidize parts of 
The Rebel which Trenker filmed in Bavaria, taking on the production of both the German and 
English language versions himself. Significantly, The Rebel met with critical success in both 
Germany and the United States, which later put Trenker in the awkward position of having to 
explain to Goebbels the financial backing for the American and British distribution of the film by 
American Universal Films, headed by the Jewish German-American Carl Laemmle.  And while 
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Goebbels was happy to appropriate the film—and indeed many of the mountain films—as 
nationalist propaganda this tension between international collaboration and political ideology 
predictably became a new dimension to the relationship between German filmmakers and their 
American collaborators as the 1930s progressed. 
 According to Trenker himself, attaining permission from the Propaganda Ministry for his 
four week trip to New York to begin shooting for Der Verlorene Sohn, produced by German 
Universal, required a great deal of negotiation and persuasion, though ultimately he won out and 
was able to take a small crew with him to film in the United States.  Verlorene, the story of a 
German man who traveled to the New York, only to fall victim to poverty and unemployment, 
could in theory have been filmed entirely in Germany, as were most German films that took 
place in the United States.  However, Trenker wanted a measure of authenticity and filmed the 
picture as though it were one of his mountain films, with the cityscape of skyscrapers taking the 
place of the mountains in wide, panoramic shots that impressed the grandiose scale on the 
viewer.  Trenker also wanted to get the feel of the underbelly of the city and to that end, hired 
nearly a hundred extras from unemployment agencies and the Salvation Army, each of whom he 
paid four dollars for the day‟s shooting, so that he could shoot a scene in which his main 
character interacts with the bleak circumstances of the breadlines.
56
  As Osten had done when he 
used Indian extras, Trenker was quick to note how much more authentic the use of local extras 
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made the film: “In the studio, Mr. Trenker explained, the extras engaged for such a scene would 
walk out of camera range without touching the food….This was different.  Oblivious, almost, to 
the cameras, they ate their soup and bread gratefully, unconscious of the make-believe of the 
cinema tragedy and drama they were enacting.”57  Thus, echoing other uses of “native” extras, 
Trenker was pleased with the way in which this technique lent a sense of authenticity (and 
authority) to the film, which gave the film a semi-documentary feel, impressing on the viewer 
that this was not simply a film about another place, but one which truly revealed the nature of 
that place—in this case the United States—in such a way that the viewer was traveling there 
through film. 
 Further, the street scenes shot as long or medium shots without dialogue allowed Trenker 
to immerse himself in the city, providing him with the opportunity to truly experience life as a 
beggar in New York and then mediate that experience back to his audiences.   At this point, 
Trenker spoke little English and thus the linguistic isolation his character experiences was 
rendered through genuine misunderstandings as Trenker wandered the streets of New York.  
Dressed as a beggar and followed distantly by his camera crew, Trenker encountered several 
people who tried to give him money, believing him to be truly homeless.  He also encountered 
people who recognized him from his work in Doomed Battalion, but lacking the English to 
communicate his identity, the interaction led only to awkward miscommunication.  Yet through 
all these scenarios, Trenker was able to convincingly appoint himself the authority on poverty 
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and the Depression in New York, casting himself as the German who experienced the desolate 
isolation of the American streets.
58
 
  Trenker‟s ability to create and sustain a cult of personality around himself, made him 
influential enough to largely ride out the storm of the Nazi appropriation of German film, though 
after 1936 he was banned from directing and relegated solely to acting.  Obviously unlike the 
dozens of high-profile actors, directors and writers who were forced into exile after 1933—many 
to the United States—Trenker engaged in a degree of compliance with the Nazis, while his 
Christian, South Tyrolean background meant that he was not by default at odds with Nazi 
ideology.    However, it was his public persona that allowed him to maintain such strong creative 
control over his work.  Tall, tanned, smoking his signature pipe, Trenker was pictured almost 
exclusively outdoors, often in action shots of horseback riding, mountain climbing, or skiing.  
The periodical Tempo ran an article in 1932 addressing the question of what made the German 
“film-type” and putting forward Trenker as a potential candidate for the position.  His candidacy 
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rested not simply the studio for which he worked, but that he embodied “wind and weather, 
glacier and rock.”59 Thus, Trenker was able, as he states, “Through luck and persevering work, 
through an understanding of the German people, the most cultivated film public in the world, I 
became what many people wanted, a star.”60  Trenker realized his stardom was predicated on a 
relationship with his audiences, particularly in Germany, and was thus careful to continually 
cultivate that relationship: and the image of himself as German then allowed him to also work 
internationally. 
 This image of Trenker is significant because it speaks to the content of his preferred 
genre: the mountain film.  Much of Trenker‟s early work was typical of the mountain film, 
featuring man in his struggle against nature, a deep attachment to place, particularly the local, 
and the hero‟s self-realization and increased wisdom through his experiences in returning to the 
community from the outdoors.  Thus, it is possible to suggest that the idea of Heimat was 
inherent in the mountain film: both within the depictions of home that are nestled within an 
idealized if often unforgiving natural environment and the individual‟s interaction with that 
landscape leading to enlightenment and joyful homecoming.  Further, Germans came to view 
mountain film as the quintessentially German genre, akin to the American Western.  Therefore in 
making Verlorene, Trenker offered a variation on the mountain film theme that presented not 
only a contrast between the intimate Alpine community and the harsh natural environment but 
also the stark disparity between the German Heimat and an urban American jungle characterized 
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not by mountains but skyscrapers, pitting man not against the natural environment but against the 
most unnatural: the United States.  Trenker‟s reputation as quintessentially masculine and his 
continued interest in making mountain films, thus made his departure for the United States and 
the films he shot there an exercise that acutely interested German observers.   
 The article “Luis Trenker and his world” addressed Trenker and his new form of 
mountain film directly, echoing the hyperbolic heroism of the genre as well as reinforcing the 
image of Trenker as both larger than life and distinctly German, suggesting that inherent in his 
work was the perpetual struggle against chaos and dissolution.  Though the article‟s ideals 
amount to  little more than Nazi propaganda—military valor in regard to Trenker‟s service in 
WWI, eternal resistance, passion, loyalty, and particularly love of Heimat—the lack of 
substantive commentary actually emphasized rather than undermined Trenker‟s public persona.  
His travels in the United States—and more importantly his decision to return to Germany rather 
than to remain—illustrated the tension between fascination with America (and particularly the 
image of it as a frontier land) and the desire to view the United States as an alien Other with 
divergent morals and priorities.  Trenker personally saw the potential inherent in working in the 
United States, shooting scenes that could have just as easily (and certainly more cheaply) been 
done in Germany because his American projects provided opportunities to come into contact 
with the community of talented German-American filmmakers and because this network 
provided the potential to tap into the vast financial resources of the American industry.  Yet 
despite the temptations of cosmopolitanism Trenker‟s public image necessitated the maintenance 
of the fantasy of the United States as alien. Trenker stated, “Why did I reject the enticing offers 
to remain in America?  Because I sensed deeply in me that the American soil would never be my 
own—that it would never be like the Tirol earth to American citizens.  We hang on to our earth.  
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We carry it with us, we emerge from it.”61  While Trenker‟s desire to walk the line between 
personal opportunity and public persona were ultimately articulated with more subtlety in his 
discussions of the details of his America travels, throughout his career Trenker worked to 
incorporate both fascination and revulsion in his vision of America. 
 The story of Johan August Sutter to an even higher degree than Verlorene Sohn offered 
Trenker the opportunity to not only travel within the United States—and thus present his 
perceptions to German readers and viewers—but also to explore the full range of German 
fantasies about the United States.  Trenker‟s version of Sutter‟s story, Der Kaiser von 
Kalifornien, based on the life of the historical figure of Johann August Sutter, was one of many 
iterations that told the story of Sutter‟s transformation of the California landscape and his demise 
at the hands of greedy miners during the gold rush.  Egon Erwin Kisch‟s 1929 travelogue based 
on his time in the United States, Paradies Amerika, contained a portion, “Die Ballade von Sutters 
Fort” addressing Sutter‟s as well as Kisch‟s own time in California.62  Blaise Cendrars‟s novel 
Sutter’s Gold was first published in 1925 in Swiss French but was quickly translated into both 
German and English.  Further, James Cruze‟s film Sutter’s Gold was filmed nearly congruently 
with Trenker‟s work on the same story, offering an American rendition of the story. Thus the 
story had wide international interest. Yet Trenker, who not only wrote and directed the film but 
also acted as its star, tailored the story to make it distinctly his own, while using the press 
coverage of his travels by car through the United States to spin his film into a quasi-ethnographic 
piece regarding not only the past but also contemporary America.   
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 Cendrar‟s novel, though fictional, was based on the historical figure of Sutter and told a 
story in which Sutter, though heroic, was also deeply flawed; the first we see of Sutter in the 
novel, he is fleeing Switzerland for France, befriending a group of students who he later robs to 
pay for his passage on the steamer to the United States.  Thus, Cendrar‟s Sutter is at times both 
ruthless and opportunistic, and set within a specific historical context that Cendrar goes through 
great pains to describe.  The America in which Cendrar sets his protagonist is chaotic and 
cosmopolitan, suggesting not only the potential of the frontier but also the social upheaval of 
nineteenth century Europe:   
 
 All the flotsam and jetsam of the Old World is disembarking—ship-wrecked men; 
 unhappy men; discontented men; free men and escaped men; men on whom fortune has 
 frowned; men who have staked everything on one card and lost; men whose lives a 
 romantic passion uprooted.  The first German socialists and the first Russian mystics rub 
 shoulders.  Ideologues with the police of Europe on their heels.  Liberals whom reaction 
 has banished.  Craftsmen out of work, the first victims of the industrial system.  French 
 Fourierists, carbonari, the last disciples of St. Martin, philosophers with no disciples.  
 Scotchmen.  Generous souls, heads as hollow as kettle drums.  Calabrian brigands, Greek 
 patriots.  Peasants from Ireland and Scandinavia.  Individuals and whole peoples whom 
 the Napoleonic wars have bled and diplomatic congresses sacrificed. Carlists, Poles, 
 Hungarian partisans.  The illuminated of all the revolutions of 1830, and the last liberals, 
 who have the Great Republic.  Workers, soldiers, merchants, bankers from every country 
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 even South America. Old companions of Bolivar.  Twenty-seven more years and Lincoln 
 will be elected president.
63
 
 
Thus, though in many ways Cendrar defaults onto racial and historical stereotypes, he was 
attempting to convey America as inhabited by a diverse set of people engaged in a variety of 
pursuits who were lured to the United States with the hope of building a new life as well as 
having been forced from their homes by a series of political and social upheavals that made 
emigration a desirable alternative.  The individuals in Cendrar‟s account struggle, and though 
Sutter, particularly upon his arrival in the United States, experiences unparalleled success 
because of his cunning and opportunism, Cendrar was attempting to convey the bustling, vibrant 
diversity of the immigrant experience of which his Sutter is in many ways the embodiment.   
 Cendrar‟s Sutter works in a variety of pursuits as he “like everything in American 
civilization…is moving slowly Westward:” as a draper, a druggist, in a delicatessen, with a 
Romanian peddler, as a ringmaster in a circus, as a blacksmith, dentist and taxidermist, selling 
roses from a gilded wagon, in a ladies‟ clothing store, in a sawmill, boxing “a giant negro” 
(winning him a slave), starving, teaching mathematics, and learning to speak “English, French, 
Hungarian, Portuguese, Louisiana-negro patois, Sioux, Comanche, Spanish and slang.”64  Thus 
though the story is about Sutter, it is also an exposition of the America that came to dominate 
European imaginations in which someone who was willing and capable of engaging in a variety 
of pursuits, armed only with his own wits and gritty determination, could literally work his way 
                                                 
63
Blaise Cendrar, Sutter’s Gold, trans. Henry Logan Stuart (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1926), 14. 
64
 Ibid., 18. 
271 
 
across the country in search of ever more lucrative opportunities.  It is the story of both the 
American landscape and how white men came to dominate it.  
 Cendrar was also explicit about the ways in which race functioned within the conquest of 
California.  Though he believed Sutter was completely justified—even brilliantly sharp-witted—
in doing so, he acknowledged that the cultivation of California and its transformation into an 
agricultural Eden, was through the exploitation of both Native Americans and other forms of 
slave labor.  The California in which Sutter finally arrived was characterized almost entirely by 
its mismanagement: “In 1838 of the 30,650 Indians who were free workers at the missions 4450 
remain.  Horned stock has fallen from 420,000 to 28,200 head; horses from 62,500 to 3800; there 
are 31,600 sheep left out of the 321,000 that were grazing around the mission six years ago!  The 
government makes a belated attempt to restore some sort of social justice and prosperity.  It 
gives lands and civic status to the poor Indians, who become free citizens of a free republic.  But 
it is too late.  Distilleries of native brandy are installed in the old mission buildings.”65  It was in 
this context that Sutter devised a solution, one which “never congratulate himself sufficiently 
upon his brilliant scheme” to tap into California‟s vast potential: Kanaka slave labor—workers 
forcibly brought to the United States and Canada from the South Seas, notably Hawaii.   
 Cendrar himself, though he acknowledged the brutality of the system, largely situated this 
in such a way that it acted as a testament to Sutter‟s pioneer spirit and his capacity for effective 
leadership.  Though Cendrar also explicitly stated that Sutter‟s relationship with California was 
one in which he “crossed a continent and an ocean to conquer,” making his position inherently 
an imperial one, Cendrar believed Sutter imposed much needed order without which the colony 
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would have been ruined.
66
  He stated: “Laborers are urgently needed in California and the vast 
territories of the West are to be exploited.  Africa is too far away and too sharp a lookout is being 
kept upon slave ships in the Atlantic.  No profit there!  There is something that appeals to Sutter 
in giving the laugh to the International Regulation and avoiding the right of search by starting a 
slave trade of his own in these uncharted seas.  The Pacific is to be made self-supporting.  
Incidentally the islanders are to be shanghaied.”67 Cendrar also lauded Sutter‟s appropriation of 
Native American labor, which he couched in terms of saving them from their dire living situation 
and ultimately themselves.  Though Cendrar made explicit note of the circumstances by which 
the Native Americans of northern California were displaced and disenfranchised—through 
alcohol given to them by the Spaniards and through the lack of leadership preventing them from 
other fruitful endeavors—he cast their association with him in a familiarly paternalistic one in 
which Sutter housed and clothed them, prevented them from fighting against one another and the 
Pacific islanders and put them to good, productive work working his fields. 
 In many ways the story Trenker chose to tell was a flattened version of Cendrar‟s novel.  
He also included the significant events of Sutter‟s life: his humble beginnings in central Europe, 
his journey to the United States, his settlement in California and the tragedy that the discovery of 
gold brought down upon Sutter‟s agrarian utopia.  Trenker even highlighted Sutter‟s interaction 
with the Native Americans, though the single scene is perhaps far more reflective of Trenker‟s 
own perceptions of and interactions with Native Americans than anything implicit in the story 
itself.  However, the landscape on which Trenker‟s story unfolded was comparatively empty.  
Sutter‟s journey to the United States happened simply and required only two scenes: one of 
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Sutter walking towards the water and one of his safe arrival, leaving the impression that Sutter, 
independent and beyond physical limitations was able to stroll leisurely to California, including 
across the Atlantic ocean.  Sutter‟s ambitions in California were similarly uncomplicated.  The 
land was not entirely devoid of human inhabitants, but those who were there were white, German 
speaking Americans who were willing to share Trenker‟s vision of agrarian bliss, and thus 
Trenker‟s Sutter never suffered from a shortage of labor or problems left by previous European 
interaction with the environment.  Trenker‟s Sutter was simple, clean, strong and wholly good, 
lacking the scheming quality and the penchant for manipulation evident in Cendrar‟s story. 
 This flattening is significant because Trenker‟s narrative, like many of his films, 
functioned on two levels.  The first is the story set in the mountain film format in which the real 
struggle was both with and on behalf of nature.  The climbing scenes in the canyons of the 
American Southwest were filmed on location, showing Trenker himself as the sole human for 
miles, physically and symbolically scaling cliffs and triumphantly asserting both his oneness 
with and his dominance over the earth.  The scenes, though they were meant show Germans the 
“real” Grand Canyon also self consciously fell into the mountain film format in which strength 
and sport on the part of the individual translated into larger idealizations of heroism and success.  
The second dimension to Trenker‟s work involved the narrative surrounding himself.  As writer, 
director, lead actor—and in the case of this particular film, cultural translator—Trenker‟s public 
persona almost inevitably bled into the film itself.  Because Trenker spent time filming portions 
of Kaiser in the United States, his trip became an integral part of both discussions of and 
reactions to the film.  Thus, though Trenker was enacting the story of Sutter, the character he was 
playing was, as was often the case, himself: explaining Sutter‟s unwavering idealism, the 
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conspicuous lack of Sutter‟s least appealing qualities and the insertion of Sutter‟s individual 
communion with nature. 
 These two functions converged in several places in Trenker‟s rendering of Kaiser.  
Obviously part of the appeal of the film was that it simultaneously told a story of the real 
America while remaining a quintessentially German story (a mountain film story) in which land 
and landscape are both beautiful and dangerous and through which one learns that the ultimate 
antagonist was (American) greed and desire for material wealth—gold as “Devil from the Earth 
[Teufel aus der Erde].”  Both the published press reviewing the film and its production and 
Trenker himself in promoting Kaiser stressed the dimensions in which Trenker and his crew 
traveled in the United States.  And though the consensus among these opinions was that 
Hollywood was rather disappointing, the film allowed Germans to merge the legendary quality 
of the story with “true” accounts of Trenker‟s time in the United States.   
 Fritz Olimsky published a series of articles about the production of the film before its 
release each of which detailed various aspects of Trenker‟s journey, often turning over large 
portions of his articles to extensive quotes from Trenker himself.  In his article “Trenker 
discusses his film expedition: the Emperor of California” Olimsky set up the travails and 
triumphs of Trenker as one filmmaker‟s struggle to make art in America.  Among other 
concerns, this provided Trenker the opportunity to express his frustrations with not being taken 
seriously enough by the Hollywood establishment.   Yet the underlying sentiment was that this 
was doubly frustrating because it was taking place within a context in which “it hurts to see how 
many human resources that Germany had given away, how much German sweat soaks American 
ground.” Though Trenker‟s personal frustration was one of prestige as much as of money, the 
context in which both Trenker and Olimsky set this glimpse into the “real” America was an 
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industrial one, in which they rightly noted that “as many as one in three [American filmmakers] 
over there are of German descent.” 68   Though obviously neither noted the Nazi‟s contribution to 
the glut of German talent in the American industry, the backdrop to this “real” German working 
in the “real” American industry was one that was inherently fraught with previous cross cultural 
encounters.
69
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 Yet the film, though it was based on a story with which many Germans may have already 
had some experience, was a way in which Trenker could make a film gleaning insight into the 
real America.  Olimsky noted the breadth of Trenker‟s project, even while noting its cost and 
thus its difficulty to capture: “So the film crew was force to bear the climate; they were there in 
the hot season, in the south, on the Mexican border, it reached 120 degrees Fahrenheit.  They 
traveled diagonally across the United States, from New York to Hollywood, from the Mexican 
border to Washington wherein they had to attain permission to shoot in front of the White House 
[it was actually the capital building] and in the end back to New York…”  But the size of the 
country, which Trenker likely underestimated, was not the only trouble Trenker noted: 
“Everywhere there were troubles.  When we came to the Grand Canyon in order to film there, it 
turned out that there was an additional permit from the government in Washington that was 
required that cost a further $2500.”   This was further compounded by the fees demanded by the 
Indians living in the area of the national park where Trenker wanted to shoot: “It was not so 
simple to work with the Indians; apart from their understandable funds that have come from 
American film people who have spoiled them, they demand as collaborators on film projects 
exorbitant  [unvershämte] prices until one wishes whiskey would become a modus vivendi.”70 
Nothing in the United States was as simple as Trenker believed it should have been and while he 
largely blamed the corrupting influence of the American industry—as in the case of the 
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American Indians—Trenker was happy to use printed venues in Germany to express his dashed 
preconceptions to his audiences. 
 Yet Trenker clung to his initial perceptions even as he expressed disillusionment.  He 
stated, “I love this country in its shocking expanse with endless prairies, deserts and forests…It 
is 5000 kilometers wide and except for a few large points that lay at the periphery the country, 
there is nothing there.”  In addition to being a place in which there was nothing but country and 
forest “so exactly like a hundred years ago,” California, he declared, looked as though “God 
[had] blessed” it with agricultural bounty: nut trees, vineyards and orange plantations.  What is 
more he proclaimed that “In the Der Kaiser von Kalifornien, I have incidentally tried to convey 
the endless expanse of this country.  In the outdoor scenes of this film, we traversed 12,000 
kilometers in all directions through America in two and a half months.  There is probably no 
country on the earth in which it is possible to see the contrast of nature and people so clearly.”71  
Whatever negative perceptions Trenker expressed elsewhere with regard to American 
materialism and greed (both historical and contemporary) he continued to also simultaneously 
represent the America he wanted to see: a vast uninhabited territory awaiting discovery—
preferably by Germans.  The fantasy in Kaiser was exactly the same as the one Trenker himself 
was trying to experience with his own American adventure. 
  His visions of simple, pliable (and therefore “authentic”) American Indians were not the 
only images that he chose to bolster despite evidence to the contrary in the United States.  
However, they did feature in one particularly notable scene in which Sutter encountered a group 
of Indians, but managed to diffuse the tension between them by speaking to them in their own 
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language: English.  This exchange served to make them (and him) just linguistically alien 
enough to maintain the façade of inaccessibility without the necessity on Trenker‟s part of 
learning anything about “real” Indians, their language, their culture, or any of their traditions that 
fell outside German imaginings of an ambiguous Indian society.  In a further Olimsky article 
entitled “Trenker, Negros and Bandits” Olimsky described Trenker‟s efforts, despite being back 
in Europe, to recreate real Wild West buildings including “the roomy hall of an American hay 
loft” in which “everyone has a revolver in his belt” and whose “weather beaten unshaven faces 
inspire little confidence.”  Further Olimsky noted the two “Negresses” who were “old and very 
round” whose presence allowed the scene to invoke Uncle Tom’s Cabin though the younger of 
the two sadly seemed “less characteristic.”  Despite his desire to capture the “real” America, 
Trenker used his work to present all of these tropes of the American West without caring much 
whether he complicated them and indeed seemed happily complicit in their perpetuation.  
Trenker‟s vision of America came less from the actual landscape than from the appropriation of 
certain images that depicted the West as a place of infinite possibility if also of inevitable 
disappointment, images that were not solely confined to the historical Old West but which spoke 
to contemporary perceptions of the United States as well.
72
  
 Yet even with the implicit disappointment conveyed through Trenker‟s vision of the 
United States came the even more powerful desire to appropriate and understand certain aspects 
of the American West, not, as in Cendrar‟s novel so that one could have a clear vision of the 
stakes of American colonization, but so that one could see a specifically European strand running 
through the heroism of the colonization project.  Indeed, whatever Trenker‟s original intentions, 
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Kaiser stood as a powerful visual image of Germans creating the United States, a fantasy that, 
transcending earlier “Auslandsdeutesche fantasies,” insinuated that German culture was the 
historical bedrock as well as the contemporary backbone to the United States.  Trenker was not 
interested in the process as Cendrar was, but in the result, as all of his characters (with the 
exception of the Indians) spoke German, implicitly understanding one another both culturally 
and linguistically, before, during and after Sutter‟s tenure in California.  Yet this situation 
precipitated more detailed assessments of American expansion and the means by which it 
functioned.  Clearly woven through this discussion was the idea that the basis for the 
colonization of California is the rough and ready stereotypes of cowboys and bandits implicit in 
Trenker‟s work.  Yet in digging deeper into Trenker‟s (and indeed Cendrar‟s) projects, both the 
cultivation and the exploitation of California become a hybrid of European and American ideals.  
Günther Zoellner, in his assessment of Trenker, stated “There are Desperados everywhere, but 
the Desperados of the American west are a special sort.  The whole of Europe sent over its most 
active sons and with the discovery of Californian gold on the new continent, they prevailed.  
They dug gold…they shot Indians and white men who stood in their way.”73  The bottom line in 
all these assessments was that it was Europeans who “discovered” and populated California, it 
was Europeans (including Germans) who sent their most ambitious individuals to America 
seeking fortune, and it was Europeans who both dedicated themselves to agriculture and 
undertook gold mining.  It was Europeans who became Americans. Thus the disappointment of 
Trenker‟s Sutter was not a failure of American greed but rather a question of “should paper 
paragraphs [legislation restricting gold mines on previous claims] hold off the adventures of the 
whole world in making their fortune?”  Though the failure of Sutter‟s utopia at the hands of gold 
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miners was one of the “greatest tragedies in American history” it was one in which varying 
quests for opportunity and fortune collided, perhaps the most powerful impression of America: 
visible both through Trenker‟s film and through Trenker‟s life.74  
 Kaiser had elements that would seem to bind it to Nazi ideology—and indeed Trenker 
like all filmmakers who were able to continue their careers after 1933 had to tread the fine line 
between his own artistic vision and what could pass as acceptable to the Nazi regime—including 
the exultation of the local, agrarian Heimat; the corruption and corrupting influence of American 
ideals, and the heroism of the young, athletic, idealistic, (German/Aryan) individual as 
representative of a bigger, better whole.  While Trenker‟s relationship with the Nazi leadership 
remained ambiguous at best, with the director continually butting heads with Goebbels but 
arguably getting along quite amiably with Hitler and Eva Braun, there were certain elements to 
the film that could also be seen as subversive. The primary objection the Nazi censors had to 
Trenker‟s American work was that it might prematurely offend Americans, pulling unnecessary 
negative attention towards Germany.  Yet there were also implicitly contradictory dimensions to 
Kaiser.  Trenker‟s Sutter was not simply representative of the best of Germany but was a true 
individual, who left Europe not only because of bankruptcy but because, as he told his wife “a 
man must stand up to a tyrant when in the throes of the dictates of his conscience.”  Further, 
America offered an utopian (even Eden-like) refuge to the corruption of the Old World, and 
Trenker‟s Sutter could have gone on to have a perfectly idyllic life having quit Germany were it 
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not for American greed.  Finally, by extension, Trenker, despite his disappointment in his 
treatment at the hands of Hollywood‟s elite and the frustrations he may have encountered in his 
travels in the United States, clearly reveled in his ability to travel and the international attention 
he received.  Kaiser won first prize in the Film Festival in Venice in 1936, perhaps saving it from 
Nazi censorship and certainly saving Trenker‟s career, which was, after Kaiser, restricted to 
acting but nevertheless allowed to continue. 
 This fantasy of the United States transcended the subject of Trenker‟s film to include the 
larger project of its creation.  Trenker, as the ultimate adventurer, wanted to be at home in the 
untamed wild of the (real) American West.   But he further believed himself to be a member of 
the filmmaking elite that made its home in California, which was another brand of adventurer 
seeking freedom and possibility, albeit (at least before 1933) in this case looking for greater 
artistic license and technological resources as well as new fortunes.  That Trenker was not fully 
initiated into this community of film colonists did not diminish the fantastic dimensions to the 
United States—nor did it preclude him claiming key figures like Lubitsch and Dieterle as his 
colleagues.  Further, it allowed him the opportunity to report back on the colony‟s status at a 
time when other avenues of information were closing, not because the film public in Germany 
was losing interest in its filmmakers abroad but because those filmmakers took on a very 
different sort of political resonance after 1933.   
 Though there was clearly some resentment that Germans would prefer to go to 
Hollywood to make films—evident in both the 1920s and the 1930s—a sense of opportunity also 
characterized German interactions with the United States and worked to create an American 
fantasy that transcended the work of any individual filmmaker.  Particularly films that were 
meant to be “real” or had a quasi-ethnographic claim connected Germany not just to the United 
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States but to the rest of the world.   These connections were both real and imagined; international 
relationships among filmmakers enabled more fantastical attempts to express Germans‟ places as 
pioneers and adventurers.   While these experiences often also included a measure of wistful 
colonial envy, attempts to use the work Germans did in the United States and elsewhere as a 
means of transmitting German culture beyond Europe ultimately led to a bid to stand on equal 
footing with the American film industry, particularly when that industry had become infused 
with Germans.  These desires were complicated by the rise of the Nazi regime, but the 
fascination with travel films remained if not constant then at least consistent, as did the tension 
between a desire to imitate and appropriate images of both historical and contemporary 
American society.  Whether or not Trenker was any more successful in bringing the United 
States into line with his vision of it than Murnau was of the South Seas (or for that matter Osten 
of India) is debatable.   However, these films and their creators illustrated the profound desire to 
use real networks to explore both the limits of film as a genre and travel as a cinematic milieu.  
They also forced commentators in Germany and abroad to evaluate the meaning of fluid 
concepts like German culture and international film.  Ultimately, travel films—and the travel of 
films and their creators—whether they dealt with California or an imaginary sun-soaked island, 
allowed Germans to imagine themselves as explorers of time and space and more importantly, as 
a necessary part of an international community.  
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Conclusion: National and Transnational Cinema 
German fascination with travel was not distinctive to the interwar period, but the increased 
consumption of both literary and cinematic travelogues suggests that after the World War I 
Germans were especially interested in exploration, even if this was, by necessity, done 
vicariously.  Films shot on location around the world offered Germans a glimpse into foreign 
societies and allowed them to transform imagined relationships with other peoples into genuine 
partnerships.  The first travel films were fantasies which depicted a rapidly shrinking world and 
asserted Germany’s place within it.  However, sustained demand for travel films over the course 
of the 1920s provided the opportunity for German filmmakers to branch out, making a variety of 
types of travel films and forging connections with other national industries.  Some of these films 
specifically addressed the idea of geographic or ethnographic exploration and followed German 
filmmakers as they sought increasingly extreme landscapes that they could capture on film.  
Others were simply feature films that capitalized on new locations and new subjects, offering 
entertainment and a glimpse at the wider world.  Yet together these travel films illustrate a 
profound desire for Germans to have a place in postwar society; the German film industry, as it 
increasingly worked with and within foreign industries, provided one of the means by which 
Germans could remain internationally relevant.   
 German filmmakers of the interwar period, whether they were traveling in India, the 
South Seas, Africa, or even the United States, were eager to assert the authenticity of their films. 
They understood the high premium put on travel experiences and the value of film as a means of 
relaying those experiences to the public: it was not only “connoisseurs” who were cognizant of 
the intimate details of foreign landscapes, but “every audience member invited into the illusion” 
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particularly in Germany “where expedition films are taken as a matter of course.”1  To this end, 
filmmakers used a variety of means to indicate that the experiences they conveyed were genuine.  
They used animals like Nuri the elephant, and they featured local actors both as principle 
characters, as in Himansu Rai’s Buddha, and as extras, as in Trenker’s American bread lines.  
They also emphasized extreme geographic features—the Grand Canyon, the Himalayas, the 
Savannah—and relayed stories based (although sometimes only loosely) on local history, 
ethnography or mythology, like Osten’s vision of the Taj Mahal.  There were clearly imaginative 
dimensions to these travel films: racial stereotypes and deliberate fantasies that worked to make 
foreign peoples and places more exotic.  There was also a triumphant quality to successfully 
executed travel films: a willingness to claim exploration and documentation of foreign places as 
a larger success for Germany.  Yet in asserting their veracity, filmmakers invited audiences to 
join them on their travels, sharing in their participation in a wider world.  
 The emphasis on cinematic travel included documentary, scientific, and ethnographic 
films, films with content consciously intended for educational purposes.  Germans’ international 
reputation for high quality educational films was one of its most competitive features, and, rather 
than simply influencing German audiences’ visions of the world, the production of educational 
films also enabled Germans to exert international influence.  Dozens of German educational 
films were shown in schools and universities in the United States and Europe, and thus through 
film, Germans aided in the creation of knowledge on a global scale.  This was true not only for 
the content of German educational films, but also for their construction, as Indians in particular 
looked to Germany for a model in successfully executing their own educational films. As 
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German filmmakers created educational films around the world, they were able to make a place 
for themselves in an international venue.   
 However, the attraction of film travel spilled over into feature films as well.  The earliest 
of these films, including Die Lieblingsfrau der Maharadscha and May’s Das Indische Grabmal, 
required no actual travel on the part of filmmakers but were nevertheless inspired by German 
desire for exotic encounters and reflective of interest in the breaking down of geographic 
boundaries.  These films, though lacking in actual encounters, nevertheless remained a way for 
Germans to address their own place in the postwar world, a means to fantasize relationships 
between Germans and other societies.  Germans’ postwar fascination with travelogues was also 
implicit in feature travel films, like Light of Asia, Tabu, and even Der Verlorene Sohn, films that 
not only required extensive travel on the part of their creators but which also obligated them to 
rely on international collaborations to realize these projects.  Creating works that offered genuine 
insight into new places and new societies, particularly when they enabled Germans to work with 
foreign artists, allowed filmmakers to assume the role of mediators between Germany and the 
rest of the world, while their experiences abroad facilitated real—and often personally 
profitable—relationships within the film industry.   
 These networks of filmmakers served a variety of functions, both cultural and economic.  
While an emphasis on film exports meant Germans were scouting around the world for new 
markets, a mutual fear of Hollywood’s success brought Germans closer to individuals in other 
national industries, who looked to Germans to help them improve their own techniques in 
filmmaking and in resisting American exports.  Germans also formed relationships with 
Americans both in and outside Hollywood, and though these led to intense debates about the 
nature of German culture in the wake of obvious American influence, Germans had fruitful 
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encounters on both sides of the Atlantic.  As became obvious in dealing with American 
companies, being a part of these networks required compromises.  Indians had little interest in 
allowing Germans to simply take over Hollywood’s role in dominating their markets: they 
wanted films that spoke to local aesthetics, enabled the work of local artists, and ultimately 
worked as an expression of their own national and cultural cinematic interests.  The reason 
individual Indian filmmakers like Mohan Bhavnani came to Germany rather than Britain or the 
United States —and suggested others do the same—was because German studios were willing to 
accommodate individuals with their own priorities.  Germans may never have had the lucrative 
connection to the Indian market that they truly wanted, but they did form real partnerships and in 
the process expanded their understanding of India beyond the hollow travel fantasies of May and 
Lang.  
 Conversely, American companies were too heavily invested in the world industry to 
simply step back and allow Germans to take over their export routes, but they did enable key 
Germans to work globally: Murnau, Jannings, Lubitsch, and Pommer, among others.  These 
filmmakers not only traveled—and in the process relayed their travel experiences back to 
Germany—but also used American capital to produce films that were exported around the world.  
 While not all observers were satisfied with the outcome of these “film politics,” German artists 
both in Berlin and in Hollywood attained international notoriety, not simply in Europe and the 
United States but in Asia and Latin America as well.  The most cynical observers (and indeed 
historians of film) have argued that Hollywood made Germans into American filmmakers, 
subordinating their artistic priorities and extracting from them only commercial successes; they 
also, as in the case of Murnau and his last film, happily attributed any negative qualities of 
German work done abroad to Hollywood’s influence while suggesting that the best qualities, like 
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the desire to explore the world in all its beauty, remained fundamentally German.  However, 
Germans were invested in international film networks not only because they allowed Germans to 
see the world but also because they enabled the world to gain a more positive image of Germans.  
In this regard, German interaction with American film was largely successful.   As ambassadors 
of culture, German filmmakers convincingly enacted their public roles and in the process used 
American resources—money, equipment, influence—to advance Germany’s reputation for 
versatile, innovative cinema, offering the world a vision of Germans (and Germany) outside the 
immediate context of the war.   
 Germans in Hollywood—and indeed Germans in Berlin dealing with American 
companies—had a range of experiences, while observers of both phenomena attempted to 
understand the larger consequences of these interactions.  Cooperative efforts like EFA and 
Parufamet were clearly unequal, while stars like Pola Negri, Lya de Putti, and even to a degree 
Emil Jannings had to adjust their styles to work in the United States.   Yet there remained the 
equally pervasive belief that Germans could change the Hollywood system from within, that the 
American need to cater to European audiences coupled with the obvious talent of the high 
concentration of Germans in Hollywood would result in a higher quality of films.  This was 
obviously a subjective measure of success, but this contemporary optimism indicates that 
Germans were interested in using Hollywood in whatever ways they could: not simply as a 
financial resource, but also as a means of influencing global taste.   
 Working within international collaborations to make hybrid films suitable for multiple 
audiences was tricky, and power disparities were often called to the fore in these endeavors.  The 
Indian Cinematograph Committee was evenly split over whether the Rai/Osten collaboration—
and by extension further German-Indian endeavors—was the best means of advancing Indian 
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interests.  On the one hand, collaborations with German filmmakers could “demonstrate to India 
that Indian films can be made in India for the international market” and by extension “companies 
would gain valuable trade connections abroad,” but on the other hand, there was the equally 
powerful concern that unless “a substantial portion of the capital, and therefore the control” was 
Indian, the result would disproportionately benefit foreign companies and audiences.
2
  Germans 
dealing with American companies expressed similar concerns: the fear that Germans in the 
United States would lose their “European souls” and the equally profound concern that while 
German filmmakers would learn valuable technical information from American companies in 
Berlin, “we have said it repeatedly, we cannot make the goal of German film development 
making American film with American subjects here [in Germany] too.”3  Yet despite these 
concerns and the obviously legitimate inequalities underlying them, collaboration remained one 
of the most productive means of making films abroad.  Working together allowed individuals—
from Germany, India and the United States—to learn from one another, while audiences 
benefited from the plurality of perspectives contributing to the cultural products they consumed.   
 Travel film brought Germans into contact with local filmmakers.  This worked differently 
in India and the United States, although both locations illustrate Germans’ capacity to reconcile 
national priorities with international networks.  Unsuccessful attempts to export German films to 
India—to follow the American example in exploiting it as a market—gave way to more even 
partnerships between German and Indian filmmakers.  This was partially a result of the 
flexibility German filmmakers were learning over the course of the 1920s.  Yet an even more 
important dimension to this interaction was that Indian filmmakers were committed to learning 
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about filmmaking from Germans.  This commitment enabled largely equal partnerships between 
individuals in the Indian and German industries, which it turn led to collaborative efforts that 
painted a more sophisticated image of India for European audiences.  What began as a nationally 
oriented investigation of India as a means to suit German needs was ultimately transformed into 
a relationship whereby both parties gained insight from the interaction. 
 Germany’s relationship with the United States was in many ways the mirror image of its 
association with India.  In the American case, it was Hollywood that was attempting to exploit 
international export channels, and it was Germany that found its own niche in the international 
industry in the wake of this competition.  Unlike the German-Indian connection, the interaction 
between Germany and the United States involved a great deal of money: both lent to German 
companies and directly invested by Americans into Germany’s cinematic infrastructure.   It also 
included a high volume of films that were either imported or underwritten by American 
companies, raising concerns over the “Americanization” of German culture.  However, the 
solution was strikingly similar to the one India undertook: greater and more varied international 
partnerships.  Many of these partnerships were with Americans, as many German filmmakers 
traveled to the United States over the course of the 1920s.   Hollywood, like India, retained many 
of its fantastic qualities, but Germans traveling in both India and the United States offered 
detailed insights: capitalizing on opportunities to make travel films and offering more nuanced 
insight to consumers at home.  As with India, individuals traveling and working in the United 
States were able to produce a new kind a film that combined German and foreign resources to 
make pictures with international appeal.  
 The high volume of films about or involving travel meant that German spectators 
routinely engaged with material shot outside of Germany, and while critics like Kracauer 
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continued to lament that these films were “inundating the audience with such a profusion of 
irrelevant observations that it becomes indifferent to the important ones” these films nevertheless 
allowed audiences to see peoples and places well beyond the reach of ordinary Germans.
4
  Ewald 
Moll, writing for the Kinematograph, summed up the German desire for travel films succinctly: 
Germans had been traveling and consuming travelogues over the course of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries and travel films were another form of travel literature.  “The war closed our 
connections to the rest of the world,” he maintained, and for this reason travel films were even 
more important because their purpose was to “reawaken in us a longing for travel and to recall 
the memory of our own similar journeys.”  Though he acknowledged that travel films were often 
expensive and therefore were not always the most profitable endeavors, he called on Berlin’s 
theater owners to show more travel films because “not everyone was able to travel this year” and 
“the many who had to stay here [in Berlin] would be delighted by images of foreign places if 
they were offered in a good travel film.”5   Travel, Moll explained, was extremely important to 
Germans—even more so since the war made it so difficult—but not everyone had the 
opportunity to take a trip.  Those who were left at home could satiate their desire for new places 
with good travel films that showed landscapes and peoples as varied and as far flung as the 
Himalayas and the South Pole.  Travel films were so important in filling this role that Moll called 
on municipal authorities to eliminate—or at least reduce—the amusement tax on these sorts of 
films so that everyone could travel in this way.   
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 Moll never mentioned the lost colonies, although they clearly affected Germans’ desire to 
assert their role as civilized members of the modern world.  Germany’s reduced diplomatic status 
and the negative images of Germans circulating throughout Europe and the United States further 
led them to question what defined German culture and where it fit in the new world order. 
Germans also began to seek out ways to begin rebuilding interactions with foreign nations and to 
regain international influence.  Film opened avenues in all these pursuits.  Industrial relationships 
with American film companies provided financing and training while interacting with India 
offered an alternative means of understanding the world and the roles of modern nations within 
it.  Further, despite Germany’s concerns with trade imbalances with Hollywood, they 
successfully exported film to a variety of locations—South America, the Soviet Union, even to 
the United States—affecting German and non-German speaking audiences alike.  Germans also 
appropriated the works of Germans abroad, especially those who, they felt, could enable future 
relationships in places like Japan.  Travel films in particular brought German filmmakers into 
contact with new peoples and places, and they enthusiastically passed those images and 
encounters on to audiences, who, as Moll indicated, were eager for travel in any form.   Both 
symbolically and practically travel film worked to reconnect Germany with the rest of the world, 
offering them new insights and experiences, and allowing them to imagine a future in which 
Germany was an essential part of global networks. 
 
Back in Berlin  
In 1945 Billy Wilder briefly returned from Hollywood to Berlin.  The film he produced, released 
three years later, using the footage he shot while working for the United States Office of War 
Information’s Psychological Warfare Division, documents the devastation of Germany during 
292 
 
the war, even as his employment by the American State Department signaled the deliberate 
upheaval of Germany’s film industry.  Yet the film, eventually titled A Foreign Affair (1948), 
was not the educational piece he promised the State Department.  Rather it was a comedy, a farce 
set against a bleak backdrop, that lampooned not only the Germans and their lingering affiliation 
with the Nazis but also the democratization process enacted by the Americans which, in one 
unused scene, calls Congress “a bunch of boobs that dropped out of law school.”  The film was 
banned in Germany until the 1970s and was accused of bad taste in the United States.   
 Yet after fleeing the Nazis in 1933, Wilder had become a singularly successful American 
director in Hollywood, and he went on to make films that are an integral part of American 
cinematic history: Some Like it Hot, The Lost Weekend, The Apartment, and perhaps most 
notably, Sunset Boulevard.  Much of his success came as a result of learning from the 
community of Germans who settled in America in the 1920s, particularly Ernst Lubitsch, who 
acted as his mentor, Peter Lorre, with whom he shared an apartment, and Erich von Stroheim, 
who not only played Gloria Swanson’s butler “Max von Mayerling” in Sunset Boulevard but 
whose film Queen Kelly the characters watch together to reminisce about the bygone silent era.  
Wilder, therefore, was able to thrive in Hollywood because he was able to successfully combine 
the inspiration of other successful German-Americans with his own unique vision of Hollywood. 
Wilder was an exile, but he was also a cosmopolitan whose films had both extensive geographic 
reach and impressive longevity.
6
   
 Wilder’s success in the United States and his position as a Nazi exile also led to his 
invitation to return to Germany with the American military in 1945, itself indicative of the high 
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priority the American military gave film in the repoliticization process.  Wilder may have balked 
at making American propaganda—though he did make a particularly graphic documentary of the 
Nazi death camps entitled Die Todesmühlen (The Death Mills) which became mandatory 
viewing in Germany’s remaining theaters during the immediate postwar reeducation process—
but his German-American colleagues, particularly Erich Pommer, were much more enthusiastic 
about working with the United States military.  Pommer, who had worked in the United States in 
the 1920s, returned to Germany and then emigrated back to the United States as an exile. After 
the war, he supervised a team of American and German-American filmmakers in the 
reconstruction of German studios, the assignment of production licenses, and the systematic 
evaluation of each individual working in the German film industry to determine their level of 
complicity with the Nazi regime.  German exiles provided a unique resource on which to draw: 
at home in both German and American culture, clearly lacking Nazi sympathies but intimately 
acquainted with the German film industry.   
 Wilder’s return to Germany—and his decision not to remain there—can, in some ways, 
be seen as the culmination of a long history of transnationalism in German film.  How the Nazis 
approached film and the priorities they enforced were markedly different from the Weimar years, 
and the Nazis obviously used film to reinforce their own propaganda and their goals of 
hierarchical domination and nationalist galvanization.  Yet, as Lutz Koepnick has aptly observed, 
“Nazi feature films borrowed freely from Hollywood models and from older domestic traditions.  
They transported fantasy to places far beyond the order of the day, and they were eager to please 
German and foreign audiences alike.”7  Indeed Harry Waldman has suggested that nearly 500 
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Nazi films were exported to the United States between 1933 and 1941, totaling roughly half of 
all the foreign imports in the United States in this period.
8
   
 By the middle of the 1930s the German industry had been brought under direct state 
authority, and many of the films made under the Nazis had propagandistic overtones.  However, 
Koepnick has identified key ways in which the German film industry continued to borrow from 
Hollywood, even as Nazi cinema attempted to develop its own aesthetic.   Foremost among these 
was what he calls “American-style consumerism,” which he believes manifested itself most 
clearly in the idea of the female movie star.  Though it contradicted Nazi ideology, these women 
acted both as a deliberate distraction and as a means of promoting fashion and other middle-class 
venues of consumption.  Both in the characters they portrayed and in the tabloid-driven lives 
they publicly lived, these women and their vividly staged melodramas, acted as icons of a 
unifying mass culture. Yet it is not just in “Nazi Americanism” that Nazi film relied on 
transnational networks.  Many of the actresses who populated the German screen in the 1930s 
were not German: Zarah Leander and Kristina Söderbaum were Swedish, Lilian Harvey British, 
and Marika Rökk born in Egypt.  Though the purpose of film was now more explicitly 
nationalist, it nevertheless retained its international connections. 
 These connections were not always as genial as they had been in the past.  Though 
Germans remained interested in ethnographic or quasi-ethnographic films which provided 
“exotic pleasures” like Detlef Sierck’s La Habanera and Werner Buhre’s Tierparadies 
Südamerika (Animal Paradise South America), the propagandistic elements of some of these 
works made them unappealing to collaborators.  Die Tochter des Samurai (The Daughter of the 
Samurai, 1937), Arnold Fanck’s only Japanese film, though critically acclaimed in Germany, 
                                                 
8
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was so unsuccessful as a collaborative effort that his co-director, the Japanese filmmaker 
Mansaku Itami, shot an entirely separate film to avoid working with Fanck.  They used the same 
actors and sets, but Fanck shot his film during the day while Itami worked at night, titling his 
version of the film Atarashiki tsuchi (New Earth).  The German Ministry of Propaganda 
provided funding for the film, and ideally it was meant to stress the common bonds between 
Germany and Japan on the eve of the Anti-Comintern Pact, the plight of racially pure societies in 
search of arable land.  Yet Itami felt that Fanck, who wrote the script, created a clichéd vision of 
Japan, ignoring geographical mistakes and asserting Nazi priorities over Japanese ones, 
particularly in the cinematic treatment of Japan’s supposed rights in Manchuria.9  The film was 
popular in Germany, partially because Goebbels wanted it to be and partially because, as a story 
filmed in Japan, there was some of the same ethnographic novelty that earlier works filmed 
outside Germany attained.  However, the politics of the collaboration did not permit genuine 
partnership. 
 German film also continued to address international subjects, but the political and 
propagandistic aims were also more pronounced, making them less an exploration of the world 
afforded by cinematic travel and more an opportunity to assert German superiority on an 
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international backdrop.  Though some were reasonably innocuous like Ponch returns from 
America, Nazi film also zeroed in on the way the British ran their empire as an opportunity for 
open criticism of the current state of colonial affairs and explicitly anti-British propaganda.  
Films like Der Fuchs von Glenarvon (The Fox from Glenarvon, 1940) and Mein Leben für Irland 
(My Life for Ireland, 1941) addressed England’s turbulent relationship with Ireland, 
demonstrating a noble struggle against an oppressive English regime.  One of the most expensive 
films of the Nazi period, starring Emil Jannings, was Ohm Krüger (1941), the story of the Boer 
War.  Citing distant German heritage of the South African Paul Krüger, Tobias Films turned the 
story of his resistance to the British and subsequent exile into a graphic demonstration of British 
brutality and German perseverance.  The film shows the British subjecting the Boers—among 
them Krüger’s family—to execution, confinement in concentration camps, and ultimately 
massacre of women and children.  The film ends with Janning’s Krüger condemning British 
cruelty and predicting the destruction of England, which would in turn make the world a better 
place.  The point was less than subtle: the way England as behaved on an international scale 
proved they were greedy, bloodthirsty, and ill suited for their role as a world power and thus 
must be unseated.  This was no longer an Oriental fantasy or even a desire to be taken 
seriously—as a country with no colonies within a still colonial world.  The international subjects 
of Nazi film were made for the explicit purpose of preparing Germans for the war—in this case 
the planned invasion of Britain. 
 However, as Trenker’s work in the United States demonstrated, international networks 
that had been established over the course of the 1920s did not disappear in 1933—and indeed 
became all the more important during the exodus of German filmmakers after the Nazis took 
power.  Commentators lamented the “exile” of so many talented German artists in the 1920s but 
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these panicked assessments were proven to be no more than hyperbole when compared to the 
genuine exile of tens of thousands of writers, actors, directors, technicians and other film 
personnel in the 1930s.  Being in exile, even in the United States, was obviously not easy, and 
many prominent German filmmakers and artists like Joe May and Berthold Brecht struggled in 
America. Yet the established international film community in Hollywood led by the German-
Americans Carl Laemmle and Paul Kohner with the help of William Dieterle, Bruno Frank, Felix 
Jackson, Salka Viertel, and Ernst Lubitsch aided the nearly 25,000 German speaking refugees 
who came to Los Angeles by 1939.
10
   
 The German-Americans already in Hollywood helped their exiled colleagues in three 
ways.  First, they acted as employment references and character witnesses for individuals 
attempting to get visas to the United States, vouching for their political neutrality and their 
potential to become contributing members of society.  Second, specifically by way of the 
European Film Fund, they offered direct financial assistance to those filmmakers who were 
unable to make ends meet by working solely in the film industry, augmenting often irregular 
income and, in some cases, creating empty contracts in which German refugees—notably Alfred 
Döblin, Heinrich Mann, Leonhard Frank and others—were on salary with the film companies 
MGM, Warner Brothers, and Columbia while, as Döblin wrote, “We don’t actually do 
anything.”11  And finally, the Germans who were successfully able to break into the American 
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film industry in the 1920s and 1930s did their best to help newcomers engage in actual work. 
Finding success in the United States still included a great deal of initiative on the individual 
level, but successful filmmakers like Ernst Lubitsch and Erich von Stroheim mentored talented 
emigrants like Billy Wilder, while Fritz Lang, who enthusiastically embraced learning English 
and making “American” films, offered the reluctant Berthold Brecht work collaborating on one 
of his productions.  This help did not, ultimately, guarantee successful careers in the film 
industry for all the refugees, nor did they all draw salaries or maintain the public renown to 
which they were accustomed in Europe.  However, the community of Germany refugees in 
southern California did provide a safe haven for exiles—in many ways a Germany outside 
Germany.  This work ensured the continuing reciprocity of German and American film. 
 Hollywood was not the only destination for German exiles.  Though the numbers were 
drastically smaller, key individuals were also able to capitalize on the cinematic networks of the 
1920s to go into exile in India.  Indeed the film industry was one of the few professional 
communities in India that allowed for successful emigration, affording filmmakers like Willy 
Haas and Walter Kaufmann the opportunity to spend the war years working and learning in the 
Indian industry.  The British, wary of Germans living in India, interned over half of them in 1939 
and turned away ships at Indian ports, forcing Jewish-German refugees to go into exile in China 
or elsewhere in East Asia.  Yet neither Haas nor Kaufmann had any trouble making the transition 
from Berlin to Bombay.  Mohan Bhavnani, who had trained in German studios in the 1920s, 
helped with emigration and found both men work in his own film studio.  As in the case of the 
United States, previous relationships within a well established transnational industry gave 
Germans the chance to survive the war and continue to contribute to German culture—now in a 
fractured form. 
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 The cosmopolitanism of the Weimar years did not entirely disappear under the Nazis: 
Germans continued to rely on international networks of filmmakers; they further attempted to 
export their films around the world, including to the United States; and they still engaged in 
ethnographic fantasies—largely as a means of attempting to understand themselves vis-à-vis the 
rest of the world.  However the explicitly politicized nature of the film industry under the Nazis 
meant that much of the organic transnational collaboration that took place in the 1920s shifted to 
a new type of relationship: between German exiles and their new homes.  This new type of 
collaboration created a different set of problems for even the most cosmopolitan filmmakers.  
The relationship between the artists and the means of cultural production changed as a result of 
the power dynamics that existed during exile: funds and resources were allocated differently, 
linguistic barriers needed to be breached or compromised, and new audiences had to be 
satiated—and all whether or not the filmmaker had any specific insight or investment in any of 
these prospects.  Even those who voluntarily left Germany in the 1920s had to grapple with the 
fact that they were no longer welcome in their homeland, a situation that was profoundly 
different from the relatively easy world travel of the Weimar years.   
 However, as the examples of Wilder, Pommer and the other German exiles who returned, 
however briefly, to Germany after the war suggests, German exiles were key contributors to 
German culture both during and after the Second World War.  The transnational connections that 
facilitated the exchanges of the 1920s gave way to a new form of hybridization: one that was 
born of necessity and tinged with disappointment.  Successful German exiles—whether in the 
United States or in India—survived the war because they were able to occupy an in-between 
space, to mediate between not only national or conceptual poles, but cultural ones as well.  Yet 
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Wilder, using A Foreign Affair to thumb his nose at both Germany and the United States, 
suggests that this disillusionment persisted, even as the war ended.   
 The interwar period was a distinctive moment for German film.  Germany’s unique 
position as the only European country to survive the war with a functioning film industry gave it 
an advantage over its neighbors and positioned it as one of the only potential competitors for 
Hollywood—within Europe and on a wider international scale.  Yet the military defeat with its 
ensuing diplomatic isolation and economic uncertainty also left Germany vulnerable and 
searching for ways to assert its cultural and economic priorities.  Both of these factors played a 
role in the transnational development of the German film industry.  A desire for movement and 
exploration coupled with physical and financial limitations meant that for many Germans, 
cinema was the only viable way to travel.  Further, filmmakers were more than simply travelers; 
they were cultural ambassadors who worked to establish international relationships and whose 
reputations earned accolades for Germany as a whole.  The film industry provided one of the 
most comprehensive venues to establish a connection with India, while Germans in the United 
States used American networks to expand their own base of influence.  Competition and 
partnership coalesced to create international networks that allowed for both German success and 
transnational reciprocity.  
 Germany’s place in these networks changed in the Nazi period.  The connections that 
were formed in the 1920s did not disappear in 1933, but over the course of the 1930s, radical 
nationalist ambitions fundamentally altered the nature of these relationships.  German films with 
international subjects became less about exploration and more about domination, while hundreds 
of the most innovative and successful German filmmakers were driven from Germany and into 
the arms of their friends living abroad.  The exodus of German filmmaking talent was facilitated 
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by the travel of the 1920s; there was already a concentration of Germans living in the United 
States who were able to successfully aid in the emigration of others, and Indians who had spent 
time in Germany in the 1920s remained committed to their German colleagues.  However, 
despite Nazi interest in retaining international ties through film—and the transnational 
communities they inadvertently created through their racist policies—the interwar period was 
exceptional in its use of film as a means of connecting Germany with the rest of the world  and 
its level of genuine transnational cooperation.   
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